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    Chapter 0

    
      Prologue
    

    
      Everyone, at least once in their life, experiences something absurd.
    

    
      I’m no exception.
    

    
      ‘To end up inside a game….’
    

    
      Is there anyone besides me who’s gone through something more absurd than this?
    

    
      I’d bet there isn’t.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      But honestly, I was starting to get used to it by now.
    

    
      I mean, it’s already been over a week.
    

    
      The shock was immense, but over the course of that week, I managed to pull myself together and was gradually adapting to this damned reality.
    

    
      The problem came after that—right now.
    

    
      These bastards.
    

    
      They’re trying to saddle me with an outrageous task.
    

    
      “……What did you say? Say it again. One more time.”
    

    
      “The contract with the Beltus Cult has been finalized. Master, for the next two years, you must carry out espionage activities at Frey Academy on behalf of the cult. In return, we’ve been promised full financial support from the cult.”
    

    
      “W-Where did you say?”
    

    
      “The Beltus Cult.”
    

    
      “No. Not that. The one before.”
    

    
      “Frey Academy, you mean?”
    

    
      At the response from Luis, the guild’s butler, I wore the expression of a man who’d lost his country.
    

    
      “……Ah. Shit.”
    

    
      I clutched my face with both hands.
    

    
      Hoo── The long exhale naturally turned into a deep sigh, reflecting my complicated state of mind.
    

    
      As expected.
    

    
      I hadn’t misheard.
    

    
      The worry that had been complicating my thoughts for the past week, the one I’d hoped wouldn’t come true, had now become reality.
    

    
      “Just in case you’re wondering, this contract can’t be canceled like the last one. There’s no penalty for breaking it. Not that I’d let you cancel it even if there was.”
    

    
      “No. That’s not it! This deal is no different from telling me to go die…!”
    

    
      I started to argue in a fit of anger but stopped. 
    

    
      I realized it was pointless.
    

    
      What kind of nonsense is this, he’d think.
    

    
      So I just vented my frustration.
    

    
      “Ah. What’s with this sudden contract? Huh? And with the Beltus Cult, of all people? Do you even know what kind of people they are? Huh? No, you don’t!”
    

    
      “Of course. I know very well.”
    

    
      Huh?
    

    
      That’s strange. That can’t be right.
    

    
      “They’re the ray of light sent to save our failing Shadow Guild. That’s why they’re clients we must treat with utmost care.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “Isn’t that right?”
    

    
      Luis stared at me intently.
    

    
      His words were laced with thorns. I wanted to deny it.
    

    
      But I couldn’t. Because he was right.
    

    
      “Hoo. What am I supposed to do with them at the academy?”
    

    
      “What does a thief do when they go somewhere? Steal, of course and this is something you directly ordered, Master.”
    

    
      ……Me?
    

    
      “No way.”
    

    
      “No. Exactly two weeks ago. You directly instructed me to make a deal with the cult we’d been in contact with. Pretending you forgot now won’t do you any good.”
    

    
      Pretending I forgot, my ass. 
    

    
      I don’t know anything about it and that’s because two weeks ago was before I was forcibly possessed into this damned body.
    

    
      So, whatever it is, I don’t know. I was just insanely pissed off.
    

    
      Oblivious to my feelings, Luis continued speaking in a business-like tone.
    

    
      “This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for us to rebuild the guild. So…….”
    

    
      The rest of his words didn’t reach my ears.
    

    
      I’m anxious.
    

    
      No. Beyond anxious—it’s despair.
    

    
      Because I know the consequences this deal will bring later.
    

    
      It hasn’t even been long since I recovered from the shock of possession….
    

    
      The outcome was far too harsh for someone like me to accept.
    

    
      The problem isn’t elsewhere.
    

    
      The character I’ve possessed.
    

    
      This body itself is the problem.
    

    
      “Here’s the contract sent by the Beltus Cult…. But seeing as Master doesn’t look too well, I’ll read it to you myself this time. Don’t make excuses later and keep your ears open.”
    

    
      In the game 
      Heroes of Frey
      , there’s a character named ‘Gerard.’
    

    
      A proud cadet of the 888th class at Frey Hero Academy, two years senior to the protagonist, who’s in the 890th class.
    

    
      His role? A third-rate villain who clashes with the protagonist early on and gets taken out. 
    

    
      A passing extra used for a brief moment of catharsis.
    

    
      “The Beltus Cult proposes that the thief guild, Shadow, take the lead in espionage activities at Frey Academy. Espionage activities refer to stealing and providing the cult with comprehensive information about Frey Academy’s resources, personnel, organizations, and research materials, as well as destroying key facilities, spreading propaganda, and causing internal disruption.”
    

    
      That’s what I thought.
    

    
      He, Gerard, wasn’t just a passing extra.
    

    
      A villain.
    

    
      His true identity was a thief secretly siphoning off the academy’s research materials, artifacts, and key information to the Beltus Cult, the game’s greatest mastermind.
    

    
      “The contract takes effect the moment it’s signed. Simultaneously, the thief guild, Shadow, is obligated to carry out the cult’s requests, and compensation will be paid separately from the advance.”
    

    
      And so, as a villain, Gerard dies.
    

    
      By the hands of the player character, the protagonist, and other characters.
    

    
      There’s no deviation from this.
    

    
      “……I read it to you, but judging by your expression, you still don’t seem to get it.”
    

    
      And that Gerard is me.
    

    
      “I’ll summarize it simply so you can understand.”
    

    
      So, to sum it up simply, this is the situation.
    

    
      “Raid the academy.”
    

    
      I’m totally screwed.
    

    

  
    Chapter 1: Chapter 1

    
      Chapter 1: Thief, But With a Side of Terminal Illness (1)
    

    
      I was in the middle of unpacking.
    

    
      In a box storing my parents’ keepsakes, I found a dusty CD case.
    

    
      Was it curiosity, or was it longing for my parents? 
    

    
      I opened the case and took out the CD. 
    

    
      It was in pristine condition, and the installation and execution went smoothly.
    

    
      That was my first encounter with the damned game 
      Heroes of Frey
      .
    

    
      The game’s setting isn’t anything special.
    

    
      The backdrop is a dark fantasy world blending Gothic and Victorian-era aesthetics with swords, magic, and magitech. 
    

    
      The overall atmosphere is dark, grim, and desperate, but centered around an educational institution called Frey Academy, where various characters compete, fall in love, and grow. 
    

    
      By the final act, they face off against the mastermind Beltus Cult to save the continent, forming the backbone of a classic, heroic storyline.
    

    
      Before I knew it, I was completely hooked on 
      Frey Heroes
      .
    

    
      Five years.
    

    
      From the time I moved to Seoul after my military discharge until I turned thirty, that’s how long I spent with 
      Frey Heroes
      .
    

    
      I’d seen the ending long ago.
    

    
      Replay and clear chapters in different ways was routine.
    

    
      I’d raise characters by focusing on a single stat, or defeat all bosses with just a wooden staff, imposing extreme challenges on myself for daily enjoyment.
    

    
      That day was no different.
    

    
      I was watching the ending credits roll after beating the game.
    

    
      I don’t remember which playthrough it was. 
    

    
      Maybe around the 72nd? I stopped counting after the 50th, but it was probably around there.
    

    
      The theme was clearing it in one take, without saving or loading.
    

    
      I thought it’d be tough, but it was easier than expected, leaving me feeling empty.
    

    
      But that emptiness vanished completely due to a message that appeared after the credits.
    

    
      [Another Story Unlocked]
    

    
      [Would you like to enter? YES / No]
    

    
      My heart pounded.
    

    
      Another Story.
    

    
      A story outside the main canon. 
    

    
      A side story, in other words.
    

    
      I’d been wondering what new challenges to set for myself, and that message was like a spark igniting a pile of dry ashes.
    

    
      If it’s a side story, the narrative would likely branch off entirely, which alone would be exciting enough.
    

    
      Of course, I briefly hesitated at why a side story had suddenly unlocked and the warning in red text that read ‘Hell Mode.’
    

    
      Very briefly.
    

    
      But my brain was already pickled in excitement and anticipation for a new story, so I moved the mouse.
    

    
      “Just do it.”
    

    
      Think later.
    

    
      My thoroughly smashed head was incapable of rational judgment.
    

    
      “And what? Hell Mode? Even better.”
    

    
      I laughed and clicked Yes.
    

    
      ──And now here I am.
    

    
      “Shiiiit.”
    

    
      After parting with the butler, Luis, and returning to the academy dormitory, I let out a curse.
    

    
      The emptiness echoed in the empty room.
    

    
      Sighing and staring blankly at the ceiling, even that ceiling, which I’d never paid much attention to, felt resentful today.
    

    
      Ah. If only this were all a dream?
    

    
      No joke, I’ve probably thought this dozens of times since ending up in this game. 
    

    
      But I’ve never meant it as much as I do now.
    

    
      “……I feel dizzy.”
    

    
      The cause was right in my hand.
    

    
      The long-term contract with the Beltus Cult that Luis had handed me.
    

    
      My hand trembled so much from gripping it that the edges of the document were crumpled.
    

    
      I glared at the contract as if I could burn a hole through it, but that wouldn’t change the situation.
    

    
      Frustrated, I ruffled my hair for no reason.
    

    
      “This sucks.”
    

    
      I became a character in the game.
    

    
      His name is Gerard.
    

    
      If I had to describe this body in one word, it’d be ‘recluse.’
    

    
      A loner recluse.
    

    
      The most unprecedented failure in academy history, who skips everything—lectures, assignments, events, festivals, and all group activities.
    

    
      Yet, because of the prestige and reputation of the continent’s top educational institution, they can’t just expel him, making him the worst headache.
    

    
      A fierce appearance and a socially deficient, rude personality are his passive traits. 
    

    
      Now, everyone thinks of him as a ghost. 
    

    
      That’s me. 
    

    
      Gerard.
    

    
      He also holds dazzling titles like loser, trash, deadbeat, and the shame of the 888th class.
    

    
      But the most famous nickname that best describes him is ‘recluse.’
    

    
      In modern slang, maybe something like ‘outcast.’
    

    
      Anyway.
    

    
      This guy has two encounters with the player character, the protagonist.
    

    
      The first is a minor clash caused by Gerard’s one-sided provocation.
    

    
      The second is a mid-boss battle when his identity as a thief is revealed.
    

    
      And later, this becomes my death flag.
    

    
      Why did this ordeal have to happen to me? I discard such frustrating, pathetic thoughts.
    

    
      Ah. I shouldn’t have accepted it back then. 
    

    
      No, I shouldn’t have started the game at all.
    

    
      Or maybe I shouldn’t have unpacked my parents’ keepsake box. 
    

    
      Maybe I shouldn’t have moved in the first place.
    

    
      Because such self-pity goes on endlessly.
    

    
      Now, more than ever, I need to focus and make choices.
    

    
      The deed is done.
    

    
      I’m Gerard now, and I’m inevitably bound to carry out the Beltus Cult’s requests as per the mainstream storyline.
    

    
      And I’ll probably die.
    

    
      So, I need to come up with a plan quickly.
    

    
      Right.
    

    
      Let’s calmly sort out the current situation step by step.
    

    
      I’m trash… no, Gerard.
    

    
      A cadet of the glorious 888th class at Frey Hero Academy and, at the same time, the master of the thief guild ‘Shadow.’
    

    
      And it’s currently January.
    

    
      Two months before the protagonist and supporting characters who drive the story of 
      Frey Heroes
       enroll.
    

    
      In the original story, Gerard dies around the end of the first semester, during final exams….
    

    
      That means I have only five months left to live.
    

    
      “Shit. It’s like I’m terminally ill.”
    

    
      Five months.
    

    
      A bitter laugh escapes, but of course, I have no intention of accepting this reality, not even a speck.
    

    
      How do I overcome this predicament?
    

    
      I start thinking through options in the order they come to mind.
    

    
      First method.
    

    
      What if I just leave far away?
    

    
      Then I wouldn’t meet the protagonist, and I could naturally avoid the ‘death’ flag looming over me.
    

    
      But I quickly shake my head.
    

    
      That’s too simplistic.
    

    
      To survive, I need to think broader and farther.
    

    
      I know the end of this world.
    

    
      The mainstream storyline of 
      Heroes of Frey
       flows toward the world’s destruction. 
    

    
      As the episodes progress, the continent gradually becomes a wasteland, with evil rampant everywhere.
    

    
      Can the protagonist and the academy’s characters stop that fate?
    

    
      If I’d possessed the protagonist’s body, maybe. 
    

    
      But honestly, I’m not confident.
    

    
      Moreover, later on, the safest place on the continent becomes Frey Academy, where the main characters gather.
    

    
      If I leave the academy now, I might live a little longer, but the danger remains the same.
    

    
      In fact, to prevent the world’s destruction, I’d have to stay at the academy and help the characters….
    

    
      “I’m screwed.”
    

    
      I shake my head again and think of the next option.
    

    
      How about this?
    

    
      Completely ignore the cult’s requests.
    

    
      The critical reason Gerard meets his demise is because of the Beltus Cult’s requests—acting as their lackey.
    

    
      But if I don’t do it?
    

    
      “Then there’s no reason to die.”
    

    
      But this option is dismissed without further thought.
    

    
      It’s the worst possible choice, plummeting straight to death.
    

    
      For the Beltus Cult, the greatest mastermind in the world, this academy espionage is a crucial stepping stone for their future plans.
    

    
      If I unilaterally break or ignore such an important deal, it’s obvious the cult won’t sit idly by.
    

    
      The mainstream storyline hasn’t even started yet. 
    

    
      To incur the wrath of the mastermind before it even begins?
    

    
      Starting life in Hell Mode?
    

    
      That’s something only lunatics bored with life would do.
    

    
      Let’s face reality.
    

    
      This isn’t a game where I can beat bosses with a wooden staff. 
    

    
      It’s stark reality. 
    

    
      So, this is out too.
    

    
      Then what do I do?
    

    
      Following the mainstream leads to death.
    

    
      Leaving the academy leads to death, and ignoring the requests leads to death.
    

    
      No matter what, knowing the future, all I see is death.
    

    
      There’s no answer.
    

    
      “Then is that the only way?”
    

    
      In the end, I had no choice but to pick the last option I’d been subconsciously avoiding.
    

    
      It’s nothing special.
    

    
      Dive straight into the mainstream and face it head-on.
    

    
      Follow the predetermined flow, acting as the cult’s lackey at the academy.
    

    
      Of course, as I’ve said several times, doing this would get me caught and killed by the characters before the story even reaches the mid-point.
    

    
      But there’s a condition: ‘if I get caught.’
    

    
      If I get caught, I die.
    

    
      Conversely, if I don’t get caught?
    

    
      I don’t die.
    

    
      It’s a precarious, dangerous gamble where a single mistake could cost me my life.
    

    
      It’s also a choice that could potentially alter the mainstream storyline of this world.
    

    
      No. If I, who’s supposed to die, don’t die, the story’s flow will definitely change.
    

    
      But on the flip side, that’s the only way I can survive.
    

    
      To live.
    

    
      I have to change the mainstream.
    

    
      It won’t be as simple as it sounds.
    

    
      There will be many difficulties, and I’ll face countless life-or-death moments.
    

    
      I might even encounter greater obstacles while trying to avoid the death flag.
    

    
      But I have my own ace up my sleeve.
    

    
      It’s nothing grand.
    

    
      It’s me.
    

    
      I’m not bragging, but I’m a lunatic who’s sunk five years into this game.
    

    
      Naturally, I know everything about this world’s future, its hidden secrets and information, and the various incidents that will occur at the academy.
    

    
      If I can make good use of that experience and memory.
    

    
      Maybe, just maybe, I’ll find a way out?
    

    
      Ah. The one obstacle here is the cult’s requests.
    

    
      If I carry out the cult’s requests to avoid death, I’d essentially be selling the world to evil just to save myself, becoming utter trash.
    

    
      I’m already in a shitty situation possessing a villain, and I don’t want to become irredeemable garbage just to survive.
    

    
      I’m not some traitor like Lee Wan-yong.
    

    
      But I have a workaround for this too.
    

    
      Don’t give them critical information, and refuse or sabotage requests that prick my conscience. 
    

    
      Meanwhile, I secure my own gains behind the scenes.
    

    
      In other words, act as their lackey but only ‘pretend’ to, walking a tightrope.
    

    
      To summarize, follow the mainstream while keeping one foot in both camps—a so-called bat-like survival strategy.
    

    
      The most crucial part here is maintaining strict ‘neutrality.’
    

    
      Good and evil.
    

    
      The academy and the cult.
    

    
      Surviving by performing an extreme tightrope act alone on the boundary between them is a highly precarious strategy, but.
    

    
      No matter how much I think, this seems like the only golden lifeline to pull me out of this abyss….
    

    
      Fine, let’s do it.
    

    
      In a world where I can only rely on myself, if I’m going to die either way, dying in a game I’ve thoroughly played out feels less unfair.
    

    
      With that, I’ve roughly set my course.
    

    
      Now it’s time to act. 
    

    
      First, to learn about this body, I looked into the mirror on the wall.
    

    
      Over the grim face, something translucent overlapped, forming another image.
    

    
      Name: Gerard
    

    
      Age: 30
    

    
      Occupation: Thief / Frey Academy 888th Class Cadet
    

    
      Level: 26
    

    
      Strength: 29
    

    
      Agility: 43
    

    
      Stamina: 27
    

    
      Mental Strength: 33
    

    
      Traits ─ Versatile / Instinct / Endurance / Memory and Understanding / Coolheadedness / Sharp Perception / Gaius’s Insight
    

    
      It’s the familiar status window I’ve seen countless times in 
      Heroes of Frey
      .
    

    
      The fact that the status window function is active is the one thing I was most relieved about after coming to my senses.
    

    
      “What? He’s thirty too?”
    

    
      This is something I didn’t know.
    

    
      Well, since he’s a guy infiltrating the academy, I figured his age might not be real, but to think we’re the same age.
    

    
      For a brief moment, I entertain the rational suspicion that I ended up in this body because of our matching ages, instead of some perfectly fine character.
    

    
      Anyway. 
    

    
      The body was far more usable than I’d worried.
    

    
      He’s a villain, after all, right?
    

    
      Of course, his overall level is just that of an early mid-boss, but the [Versatile] trait alone was a golden lifeline bestowed upon me.
    

    
      It’s like finding a single piece of bamboo washed up on what I thought was a deserted island.
    

    
      To someone without survival skills, it’s just a piece of bamboo they’d pass by without a thought.
    

    
      But to someone with strong survival instincts, it’s a material for countless survival tools.
    

    
      For me, this [Versatile] trait—no, this body itself—is that survival tool.
    

    
      The only thing I can rely on in this deserted island of a world.
    

    
      How I utilize it will determine my survival odds. 
    

    
      Various growth strategies flash through my mind and fade.
    

    
      “The rest are decent too. But what’s this?”
    

    
      [Gaius’s Insight]
    

    
      If Gaius refers to Ian Gaius, the great thief of the distant past, then this is likely a unique trait exclusive to Gerard.
    

    
      “Then I don’t know its effects yet. Well, I’ll figure it out eventually.”
    

    
      I took a notebook from the drawer and wrote down the stats and traits, along with growth strategies tailored to them, without hesitation.
    

    
      While I was at it, I also jotted down the major events that would occur at the academy, the benefits I could gain from them, and future directions, adding notes below in Korean, legible only to me.
    

    
      The notebook gradually filled up.
    

    
      Suddenly, I recalled what Luis said before we parted.
    

    
      “I trust you’ll handle it well, but you should prepare for the academy espionage in advance. Familiarize yourself with the terrain or gather information about the surroundings. Training in thievery or swordsmanship wouldn’t hurt either. Whatever you do, give it your all. This is our only chance to rebuild the guild. I’m placing all my expectations on you, Master.”
    

    
      Two months remain until the entrance ceremony.
    

    
      How I spend these two months is critical.
    

    
      Who the original Gerard was doesn’t matter.
    

    
      Because now, Gerard is me.
    

    
      What matters is the future and that future will be rewritten by me from now on.
    

    
      “What’ll happen?”
    

    
      I ask myself while scribbling with the pen.
    

    
      Can I preserve my life by changing fate?
    

    
      Or will I die in vain, as destined?
    

    
      Like walking through thick fog, there’s nothing I can be certain of.
    

    
      But one thing I can answer for sure.
    

    
      This playthrough’s Gerard will be completely different from before.
    

    
      I will do my utmost to survive.
    

    
       
    

    

  
    Chapter 2: Chapter 2

    
      Chapter 2: Thief, But With a Side of Terminal Illness (2)
    

    
      On a night when even the moonlight was shrouded in darkness, a shadow darted across the academy grounds.
    

    
      His movements were astonishingly light and so swift they were nearly invisible.
    

    
      As if the darkness before him posed no obstacle at all, he glided freely through streets as dark as the deep sea.
    

    
      Soon, he arrived at a building.
    

    
      Even in the pitch-black darkness, it faintly emitted the lingering glow of magical resonance. 
    

    
      It was unmistakably distinct from the other academic buildings he had passed.
    

    
      [Magitech Research Institute]
    

    
      A key facility within the academy, dedicated to the study of magic, science, and the otherworldly power known as occultology.
    

    
      Recently, the empire’s interest in magitech had been steadily rising. 
    

    
      As a result, this place buzzed with daily advancements and projects, with active research ongoing.
    

    
      His reason for coming here was deeply tied to this.
    

    
      That morning, he had received intel that an artifact had arrived at the academy and been transported to the Magitech Research Institute.
    

    
      The artifact’s name was ‘Might of the Giant.’
    

    
      It was an artifact he, an artifact hunter, had been chasing for a full year.
    

    
      ‘This time, I’ll get it for sure.’
    

    
      Artifacts were items whose value was determined by their rarity. 
    

    
      They were nearly impossible to craft, as difficult to obtain as plucking stars from the sky, and each possessed unique abilities.
    

    
      Of course, some were duds, but from what he had learned, ‘Might of the Giant’ was the real deal among the real.
    

    
      In fact, he had once held ‘Might of the Giant’ in his hands.
    

    
      Half a year ago, by raiding a caravan.
    

    
      Yes, back then, he had been a bandit.
    

    
      But he had been betrayed by the real bandits he had enlisted, and they had stolen ‘Might of the Giant’ from him.
    

    
      And so, through twists and turns, it had ended up here.
    

    
      “…Damn bastards.”
    

    
      Truthfully, he didn’t care what others called his trade.
    

    
      As long as he achieved his goal, he didn’t mind being a bandit, a thief, or even a grave robber digging up someone’s tomb.
    

    
      Tonight, he was a night thief robbing the academy.
    

    
      “Once this job’s done, I’ll take a break for a while.”
    

    
      Muttering to himself, he scaled the research institute’s wall and headed toward the lab where he suspected ‘Might of the Giant’ was kept.
    

    
      The process wasn’t entirely smooth.
    

    
      Despite his utmost caution, he was eventually spotted by a patrolling magitech puppet.
    

    
      [Intruder…]
    

    
      Crack!
    

    
      “Shut up, you tin can.”
    

    
      He swiftly threw a dagger, shattering the puppet’s alarm system.
    

    
      Then, he charged at the staggering puppet, drew his longsword, and swung it toward the core in its chest.
    

    
      Crunch!
    

    
      The magitech core shattered like glass dust, and the puppet’s body went limp.
    

    
      From detection to neutralization, it all happened in the blink of an eye.
    

    
      He let out a faint sigh.
    

    
      “That was close.”
    

    
      A moment later, and the alarm would have sounded. 
    

    
      Then the academy’s security force would have come rushing.
    

    
      As an artifact hunter, magitech puppets were small fry to him, but the security force was another story.
    

    
      “Best to avoid those guys. Definitely.”
    

    
      After that, he was spotted by a few more puppets but dealt with them in the same way.
    

    
      However, the more time he wasted, the greater the risk, so he quickened his pace.
    

    
      “Where is it, where is it, where… huh?”
    

    
      Here it is! he exclaimed instinctively.
    

    
      Lab 4.
    

    
      And below it, the research title: ‘Artifact Decomposition.’
    

    
      Damn it. 
    

    
      Decomposition.
    

    
      If he had arrived even a day later, he might have lost it forever.
    

    
      “Lucky me.”
    

    
      He flashed a slight smile.
    

    
      Tonight, ‘Might of the Giant’ would leave this place with him.
    

    
      The lab door was secured with a thick lock.
    

    
      There were no magical mechanisms. 
    

    
      Picking an old-fashioned lock like this was child’s play for him. 
    

    
      He pulled out a small pin and easily unlocked it.
    

    
      Click!
    

    
      The door opened.
    

    
      With a bright expression, he gazed at the glass case where the artifact was stored.
    

    
      But his face soon hardened.
    

    
      “…It’s not here?”
    

    
      Inside the glass case.
    

    
      Where ‘Might of the Giant’ should have been, there was nothing.
    

    
      What the hell? Panic surged in that moment.
    

    
      But he was a professional, and he knew all too well that in times like this, he had to stay calm.
    

    
      He quickly scanned the surroundings.
    

    
      A pristine lab.
    

    
      No signs of a break-in, only the glass case’s stopper lying alone on the floor.
    

    
      Had a researcher moved it elsewhere?
    

    
      He absentmindedly picked up the stopper from the floor.
    

    
      And then dropped it again.
    

    
      “Ugh. What’s that?”
    

    
      A searing heat stung his palm.
    

    
      He crouched down and closely examined the dropped stopper.
    

    
      And soon, he realized everything.
    

    
      He vaguely recalled hearing rumors about those who had mastered a peculiar technique for forcibly dismantling magical arrays.
    

    
      Known as the Night Clan, they were thieves who once ruled the nights of the capital, Icata.
    

    
      It was said that when they dismantled a magical array, the spot would be left with nothing but the scorching heat of burned-out mana.
    

    
      Sure enough, the stopper bore an engraved sealing array.
    

    
      Or rather, it 
      had
       borne one.
    

    
      …Until just moments ago.
    

    
      Crackle!
    

    
      He hurriedly dashed out of the lab.
    

    
      Stepping over the wreckage of the magitech puppet strewn across the hallway, he retraced his infiltration route and exited the research institute.
    

    
      The lingering heat meant one thing.
    

    
      The sealing array had only recently been broken.
    

    
      That meant that until he had entered this place, ‘Might of the Giant’ had been inside that glass case.
    

    
      Which, in turn, meant the thief had only just escaped.
    

    
      Outside the research institute.
    

    
      A large full moon now hung in the night sky.
    

    
      Heavy silence and dazzling moonlight.
    

    
      And within it, a man letting out a hollow laugh.
    

    
      That was the last scene the full moon saw before it was once again veiled by clouds.
    

    
      Soon, the surroundings were cloaked in darkness, as if nothing had happened.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      “Crazy. Hey. Look over there.”
    

    
      “What? Where?”
    

    
      “There. The guy running toward us. Isn’t that the face I know?”
    

    
      Intense gazes landed on me.
    

    
      They came from two female cadets walking ahead.
    

    
      The red emblem embroidered on their robes signified the 889th class. 
    

    
      They had just finished their first year and were about to become second-years, making them my juniors by a year.
    

    
      …So, inwardly, I hoped for a greeting.
    

    
      Thud!
    

    
      And nothing happened.
    

    
      They hurriedly stepped aside, and I merely passed by them.
    

    
      In the passing breeze, their voices slipped into my ears.
    

    
      “It’s him, right? Gerard! It’s him, isn’t it?”
    

    
      “Huh? I’m not sure. I’ve never met him since enrolling. I’ve only heard rumors.”
    

    
      “Really? Well, I guess that makes sense. That guy’s such a weirdo.”
    

    
      [Sharp Perception] is undoubtedly a great trait.
    

    
      But in moments like this, I hate it. 
    

    
      Because it makes me hear things I don’t want to.
    

    
      “But what’s that guy doing at this hour?”
    

    
      “He’s jogging.”
    

    
      “What? Jogging? Is he insane? Did he boil and eat goblin dung or something?”
    

    
      Was the old me the kind of person who’d only jog after boiling and eating goblin dung?
    

    
      Really?
    

    
      I stopped running and looked back.
    

    
      The girls, who had been gossiping about me, flinched as if they’d seen an ogre and turned their heads.
    

    
      I was curious. 
    

    
      I thought about asking, but decided against it.
    

    
      With those looks of disgust, I’m not clueless enough to bother.
    

    
      Well, it’s not like this is the first time.
    

    
      Yesterday, the day before.
    

    
      Even thirty minutes ago, I went through something similar, so I’m practically immune by now.
    

    
      “My heart nearly dropped. Why’d he suddenly turn around? Did he hear us?”
    

    
      “No way. But he’s exactly like the rumors.”
    

    
      “Right?”
    

    
      “Yeah. His face looks totally pissed off.”
    

    
      I picked up my pace.
    

    
      Until the sound of their giggling laughter faded completely.
    

    
      Tap! Tap!
    

    
      As they said, it was early dawn.
    

    
      Since the semester hadn’t started yet, there weren’t many people around, but it wasn’t completely deserted.
    

    
      Like just now, some second-year cadets were up early for training, and I’d occasionally pass professors or staff who didn’t sleep in, or academy security guards on patrol.
    

    
      Even the gardeners tending the flowerbeds for the academy’s aesthetics or the cleaners picking up trash.
    

    
      Of course, not a single person acknowledged me.
    

    
      Even excluding strangers, even those who seemed familiar didn’t bother greeting me.
    

    
      It’s only natural.
    

    
      Because I’m Gerard. 
    

    
      The academy’s worst cadet.
    

    
      To take a break, I plopped down on a bench in an empty clearing.
    

    
      I pulled out my water bottle and gulped it down when I sensed someone stirring nearby.
    

    
      Hmm. Seems I wasn’t alone. A glance revealed an old cleaner.
    

    
      The old man was engrossed in his work, whether I was there or not. 
    

    
      I focused on resting, sipping water now and then.
    

    
      After finishing the bottle, I tossed the empty container toward a distant trash can.
    

    
      Clang, the bottle hit the side of the can and bounced off.
    

    
      “Damn. Almost made it.”
    

    
      I grimaced and let out a small sigh.
    

    
      But then a problem arose.
    

    
      The bottle had bounced in the direction of the old cleaner. 
    

    
      It rolled and stopped right at his feet.
    

    
      “Hey! What kind of lowlife!”
    

    
      Naturally, the old man glared at me with narrowed eyes. 
    

    
      But then, oddly, he flinched, cleared his throat, and turned away.
    

    
      Once again, I realized.
    

    
      Oh. I must really look like I’ve got a bad temper.
    

    
      But the old man didn’t just leave.
    

    
      “They say you live as you look. What a temper. Tsk tsk.”
    

    
      It was my fault, so I stayed quiet.
    

    
      As time passed and our presence faded from each other’s awareness,
    

    
      The old man, who had been picking up trash nearby, suddenly spoke.
    

    
      […You did it. I recall this mission was quite challenging.]
    

    
      It was a low voice.
    

    
      Completely different from the grumbling tone earlier, it was clear and vibrant, like that of a young man.
    

    
      And it wasn’t carried through the air but transmitted directly to my mind.
    

    
      The thieves’ technique, [Whisper].
    

    
      I glanced at him.
    

    
      He was still focused on cleaning, three meters away.
    

    
      I gave a small nod.
    

    
      [It was.]
    

    
      Suddenly, I recalled the job from earlier that dawn.
    

    
      The Magitech Research Institute.
    

    
      Indeed, that mission was tougher than the previous ones. 
    

    
      It felt like the difficulty had spiked out of nowhere.
    

    
      [Are you unharmed?]
    

    
      [Fine.]
    

    
      [Well done. This will surely solidify the cult’s trust in us.]
    

    
      Well, probably.
    

    
      I had flawlessly completed all five missions over the past two months. 
    

    
      If the trust level didn’t rise after all that effort, that’d be pretty disappointing in its own way.
    

    
      This cleaner was none other than Luis, the butler of Shadow.
    

    
      While I carried out the operations in the front, he supported me from behind, and he also served as a liaison, passing on the cult’s missions to me, as he was doing now.
    

    
      Unlike me, who had infiltrated as a cadet, he was skilled in disguise and assisted me by posing as a cleaner, like now.
    

    
      A week ago, he had relayed the cult’s mission to steal an artifact named ‘Might of the Giant.’
    

    
      This dawn, I had successfully completed it, and I had placed the result inside the water bottle just moments ago.
    

    
      Inside the bottle was a ring-shaped artifact.
    

    
      After a brief glance at each other, we both turned away.
    

    
      I covered my mouth, pretending to yawn, and asked.
    

    
      [How’s the guild reconstruction going?]
    

    
      [Fortunately, we found a good location. No need to worry about security, and it’s not far from the academy.]
    

    
      That was welcome news.
    

    
      [Where?]
    

    
      [Royal Road.]
    

    
      I thought I misheard.
    

    
      [Where?]
    

    
      [Royal Road.]
    

    
      I heard right.
    

    
      [Wait, isn’t that the fancy district where all the high-class nobles live? A damn tiger’s den. Doesn’t that make it 
      more
       worrying for our safety?]
    

    
      [The darkest place is under the lamp. It’s not finalized yet. The budget’s tight.]
    

    
      True, setting up a base in Royal Road would require far more than the rewards we’ve earned so far.
    

    
      We’d probably need to pull off four more missions like today’s to afford even a small shop’s rent.
    

    
      I mulled over this for a bit but then let it go.
    

    
      Luis would handle it.
    

    
      Rather than me, who still didn’t fully understand how this world worked, it was better to rely on Luis’s insight, honed over years of managing the guild’s finances… That’s an excuse.
    

    
      Honestly, I’m just too busy trying to survive right now.
    

    
      I didn’t have the bandwidth to worry about the guild yet.
    

    
      [Anyway, there won’t be any new missions for the next week. With the entrance festival starting tomorrow, there’ll be crowds and heightened security, so they’re likely being cautious.]
    

    
      The entrance festival.
    

    
      Time’s already come to that, huh?
    

    
      It feels like just yesterday that I possessed this body, barely coming to my senses before Luis dumped this shitty reality on me.
    

    
      In reality, two months have passed.
    

    
      That’s how intensely I’ve been living.
    

    
      In all my thirty years on Earth, I’ve never lived this frantically.
    

    
      It was a struggle for survival, and even if I could go back, I doubt I’d live this hard again.
    

    
      Honestly, if I still die after all this, I’ll just accept it as my fate.
    

    
      That’s how much I’ve given my all these past two months.
    

    
      [Are you pleased?]
    

    
      [With what.]
    

    
      [You’ve been smiling.]
    

    
      Caught off guard, I hurriedly wiped the smile off my face.
    

    
      Kinda embarrassing.
    

    
      [It’s nothing. Guess I just smiled unconsciously because there’s no mission for a week. Don’t mind it.]
    

    
      Luis nodded without suspicion.
    

    
      [Fair enough. Once the semester starts and the curriculum kicks in, you’ll be swamped. Better rest up now. Catch up on maintenance. Enjoy the festival a bit.]
    

    
      I mumbled an agreement, but inwardly, a bitter smile formed.
    

    
      Enjoy the entrance festival, huh.
    

    
      If he knew what events would unfold then, and what I’d have to do amidst that chaos,
    

    
      Would Luis still say that to me?
    

    
      The entrance ceremony.
    

    
      The starting point of the game’s opening, where the main storyline begins to flow.
    

    
      But for me, it’s the day my future—my fate—will be decided by a critical endeavor.
    

    
      And the outcome is one of two.
    

    
      Jackpot or bust.
    

    
      No, that’s not right.
    

    
      For me, teetering on the tightrope between life and death, it’s survival or death.
    

    
      That’s why this job 
      has
       to succeed.
    

    

  
    Chapter 3: Chapter 3

    
      Chapter 3: Thief, But With a Side of Terminal Illness (3)
    

    
      The worry about ‘the image of me that’s spread throughout the academy. Is it okay as it is?’ had been a headache for me for the past two months.
    

    
      Because my death would happen because of this.
    

    
      Of course, it wasn’t the direct cause.
    

    
      However, this perception of being ‘the worst cadet’ played a decisive role in providing the cause.
    

    
      In the main story of ‘Heroes of Frey,’ Gerard was caught stealing on the spot, entered combat, and died.
    

    
      But in truth, the suspicion that Gerard was a thief had existed long before.
    

    
      Being caught on the spot was merely the period that concluded those suspicions.
    

    
      A predetermined bad ending.
    

    
      To escape from it, I had to completely eliminate these damned labels that were the root cause.
    

    
      Ghost, recluse, wreck, the shame of the 888th batch, and so on…
    

    
      The funny thing was, these images were originally something Gerard had deliberately crafted.
    

    
      For work. In other words, to make stealing easier.
    

    
      Naturally, he couldn’t have been a failure from the start.
    

    
      The entrance exam itself was designed so that only a select few talented individuals could pass.
    

    
      So, at first, Gerard was a capable and outstanding talent like any other cadet.
    

    
      Until that incident happened.
    

    
      The mid-term evaluation in the first semester of the first year.
    

    
      There, Gerard orchestrated an accident and voluntarily became a victim of it.
    

    
      Afterward, he pretended to have gained trauma, cutting himself off from the world. 
    

    
      He stopped attending lectures, participating in events, or engaging in any activities, and gave up on assignments and grades entirely.
    

    
      He hid his strength and deliberately played the role of a socially deficient troublemaker.
    

    
      Thus, he naturally fell behind.
    

    
      It was an obvious outcome.
    

    
      Cadets and faculty. 
    

    
      The entire academy lost interest in Gerard.
    

    
      The stage was complete.
    

    
      A thief’s stage where he could steal comfortably without worrying about anyone’s attention was set.
    

    
      It’s easy to understand if you think of the cliches often seen in spy movies or games.
    

    
      You know, that movie.
    

    
      Great and Secret?
    

    
      Like how a North Korean spy comes to South Korea and pretends to be the neighborhood idiot.
    

    
      It’s not for nothing that protagonists induce such disregard and indifference. 
    

    
      It’s the textbook scenario for stealth.
    

    
      Thus, Gerard finally managed to secure the image of the worst cadet in academy history, just as he wanted.
    

    
      But there was one thing Gerard hadn’t considered: the place where he was carrying out his activities was none other than Frey Academy.
    

    
      The Frey Empire, one of the two powers dividing the continent.
    

    
      And Frey Hero Academy was a place where the brightest geniuses and talents of such an empire gathered.
    

    
      Would such people fail to notice this thief’s methods?
    

    
      “No. Of course they’d see through it.”
    

    
      By the time Chapter 4 rolled around, the faculty were already suspecting cadets, and Gerard’s name was high on the list of likely suspects.
    

    
      A stage he had spent two years building like a dog. 
    

    
      But that stage turned out to be the grave he’d lie in.
    

    
      And now, I was the one about to lie in that grave.
    

    
      Knowing this and doing nothing would make me an idiot.
    

    
      I needed to cover it up as soon as possible.
    

    
      So far, I had completed six requests from the cult.
    

    
      Fortunately, the academy hadn’t yet realized the severity of the situation, but since I had ‘worked’ on ‘Might of the Giant’ yesterday, that too was now only a matter of time.
    

    
      Soon, the academy would become aware of my existence and start pursuing me closely.
    

    
      There wasn’t much time left.
    

    
      That’s why I came here today.
    

    
      To completely cover up the grave I had dug for myself in the past.
    

    
      To erase that shitty image.
    

    
      In front of the academy’s main gate.
    

    
      As I approached the crowd gathered there, a young man who had been staring at me from a distance shouted.
    

    
      “What the? Isn’t that Gerard?”
    

    
      At that, the people around turned to look at me, murmuring.
    

    
      Wide-eyed shock and gaping mouths. 
    

    
      Unbelievable reactions followed.
    

    
      “For real?”
    

    
      “Huh. He’s alive?”
    

    
      They were the 888th batch, entering their third-year curriculum this year. 
    

    
      In other words, my peers.
    

    
      This kind of intense welcome and attention was a first in my thirty years of life, so I scratched my cheek awkwardly and stood in a corner.
    

    
      Hmm. I was somewhat of a celebrity.
    

    
      Of course, in a bad way.
    

    
      “But what’s he doing here?”
    

    
      “Yeah. It’s been like a year since I last saw him.”
    

    
      “You too? Same. Honestly, if it weren’t for you, I wouldn’t have recognized him. Forgot his face.”
    

    
      “It’s been a year and a half for me.”
    

    
      Wow, and an exclamation burst out among my peers.
    

    
      That’s how surprising my presence here was to them. 
    

    
      No wonder I had the nickname ‘ghost.’
    

    
      “Really? I saw Gerard yesterday.”
    

    
      “Where? I heard he occasionally shows up at the basement cafeteria in the dorms. Did you see him there?”
    

    
      Shows up, huh.
    

    
      They’re treating me like some wild PokXmon or something.
    

    
      “No. I saw him running laps at the training field. Been doing it for a while, I think?”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “For real? That Gerard?”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      My peers glanced at me with surprised eyes.
    

    
      “But why’s he here?”
    

    
      “Maybe for volunteer hours?”
    

    
      “Well, he’s gotta graduate somehow. Guess we should be grateful.”
    

    
      “You idiot, grateful? For this? After all the crap we had to clean up because of that guy, you’re grateful for this?”
    

    
      “Oh, right. Cancel! Cancel!”
    

    
      At this point, a question arose again.
    

    
      What kind of person was Gerard, exactly?
    

    
      This might be a tougher job than I thought. 
    

    
      A bad feeling washed over me. 
    

    
      The grave seemed deeper than I expected.
    

    
      “Hm.”
    

    
      Yeah. 
    

    
      Thinking I could cover up an image built over two years with just this one event was wishful thinking. 
    

    
      I didn’t expect it to be that easy.
    

    
      Slowly and steadily.
    

    
      If I kept at it, maybe one day,
    

    
      ‘You, you’re Gerard? You were the thief? No way! I can’t believe it!’
    

    
      ‘I’d rather not believe it. I won’t believe it.’
    

    
      Maybe a day would come when they’d trust me infinitely like that…?
    

    
      Yeah. Even I think that’s a ridiculous hope.
    

    
      Just let me run my happiness circuit for a bit. 
    

    
      I can at least imagine it, right?
    

    
      While I was busy running my happiness circuit internally, it happened.
    

    
      “Hey, everyone! Attention!”
    

    
      Suddenly, someone appeared in front of us and shouted loudly.
    

    
      Baron Tesda, the student affairs officer.
    

    
      He was the one in charge of leading us, who would act as the temporary safety team for the three-day entrance festival.
    

    
      “Is the entire 888th batch here?”
    

    
      “Yes!”
    

    
      “Hm. It seems this year’s entrance festival is expected to draw the largest crowd in history. Naturally, with so many people gathered in a limited space, the likelihood of various accidents increases. For reference, my bad feelings have never been wrong, so you’d better brace yourselves.”
    

    
      Baron Tesda explained with a stiff, hardened face.
    

    
      A tense atmosphere settled around us.
    

    
      My peers swallowed hard, and some glanced nervously at the tightly shut main gate of the academy.
    

    
      Beyond the still-closed academy gate.
    

    
      A massive crowd was already gathered, waiting for the gate to open.
    

    
      It was hard to estimate how many there were. 
    

    
      Judging by the cheers and heat seeping through the gate, all I could think was that we were screwed.
    

    
      Then, like a general before a desperate battle, Baron shouted to my peers.
    

    
      With a voice full of resolve.
    

    
      “But! This professor believes in you. Why? Because I know the effort you put into attending safety training all day for this! So, I won’t waste time with unnecessary words and say just one thing.”
    

    
      “Yes, sir!”
    

    
      “For the three days of the entrance festival, do not allow any accidents in your assigned areas.”
    

    
      “…!”
    

    
      “Understood?”
    

    
      “Yes, sir!”
    

    
      “That’s all. Now, disperse to your assigned areas!”
    

    
      In a flurry, my peers scattered across the campus, wearing safety team badges labeled ‘Helper.’
    

    
      Baron, left behind, watched their retreating backs with anxious eyes. 
    

    
      The resolve from moments ago was nowhere to be seen in his expression.
    

    
      As he let out a deep sigh and turned around, it happened.
    

    
      His gaze met mine, the only one left, and he flinched in shock. 
    

    
      His expression was as if he’d seen a ghost.
    

    
      “You… aren’t you Gerard?”
    

    
      The same reaction as my peers.
    

    
      But in his eyes looking at me, a strange surge of emotions was vividly rising.
    

    
      “…What are you doing here?”
    

    
      I answered casually.
    

    
      “Came to help. Safety team. You’re short on people, right?”
    

    
      For the record, I hadn’t received any prior notice or explanation about the current situation.
    

    
      Naturally, I hadn’t attended the preliminary training my peers had, nor did I know any manuals for handling accidents.
    

    
      But I had a clear grasp of how things were going.
    

    
      The grand entrance festival, held at the academy for three days starting today.
    

    
      The academy had the duty and responsibility to manage and handle all its events, but naturally, it was hard to manage the massive crowd coming from across the empire with just any manpower.
    

    
      So, the academy’s solution was this safety team.
    

    
      The third-year students, who had the most flexible schedules among all the curricula. 
    

    
      Every year, the academy gathered these students as temporary slaves under the name of the safety team.
    

    
      This year’s slaves were my 888th batch and I was excluded from this group.
    

    
      Why?
    

    
      Not because I was special, obviously.
    

    
      Because it was obvious I wouldn’t have shown up even if they called me. That’s why.
    

    
      But since I voluntarily showed up like this, it wasn’t surprising that my peers and now Baron were shocked.
    

    
      “Really, Gerard?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Why? Why the sudden change of heart?”
    

    
      “Just… because it’s the right thing to do? I also remember being helped by seniors when I was a freshman.”
    

    
      Baron looked at me with a peculiar gaze as I spoke glibly.
    

    
      As if trying to see through my intentions.
    

    
      In response, I faced him with the most innocent expression I could muster.
    

    
      Baron was a middle-aged man approaching forty.
    

    
      But the wrinkles around his eyes and the occasional white hairs made him seem older than his years.
    

    
      In the official setting of ‘Heroes of Frey,’ Baron was described as a typical tough-on-the-outside, soft-on-the-inside character, strict on the surface but deeply caring for and thinking of the cadets.
    

    
      He worried about the cadets’ issues as if they were his own and put his heart and soul into everything.
    

    
      When Baron was a first-year advisor, his last student was none other than me, Gerard.
    

    
      Since this wasn’t covered in the main story, I don’t know exactly what happened between the two.
    

    
      But I do know this.
    

    
      Until he moved to the student affairs office, Baron tried to look after Gerard until the end.
    

    
      The deep regret and sorrow in his eyes looking at me now were probably due to this history.
    

    
      How much of those wrinkles were my share?
    

    
      A faint, wistful laugh from Baron followed.
    

    
      “I see. Well, every year during the entrance festival, we do form this safety team. Really. It’s rare for you to have a good idea.”
    

    
      But contrary to his words, his expression held no particular expectations.
    

    
      “Here. This is your safety team badge. Since we’re short on time, I’ll briefly explain the manual.”
    

    
      Afterward, I received a crash course from Baron and headed into the campus.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Wawawawa──.
    

    
      Wow.
    

    
      There really are a lot of people.
    

    
      They say it’s half water, half fish. 
    

    
      I don’t know if that’s accurate, but no other metaphor seemed fitting.
    

    
      That’s how enormous the crowd was that flooded into the academy grounds the moment it opened.
    

    
      Yeah. They literally flooded in.
    

    
      Like a dam releasing water.
    

    
      It felt like all the citizens of the capital had come here. 
    

    
      The vast, sprawling academy grounds felt unusually cramped today.
    

    
      With this many people, accidents were practically guaranteed. 
    

    
      Our safety team was the minimum measure to prevent those accidents from escalating into major incidents.
    

    
      The task given to me, a last-minute addition to the team, was simple.
    

    
      Roam the grounds freely, monitor the festival’s atmosphere, and prevent any potential accidents.
    

    
      It’d be great if I could resolve them, but Baron said he didn’t expect that much.
    

    
      Just please do the observing properly. 
    

    
      That was his final request and that attitude lit a fire under my pride.
    

    
      No. Image improvement aside.
    

    
      He was underestimating me too much.
    

    
      “Now I’m motivated.”
    

    
      From then on, I moved nonstop.
    

    
      As expected, issues popped up all over the festival, and I dealt with them without noticing the time pass.
    

    
      It was a mystery.
    

    
      How did petty accidents keep happening wherever I went?
    

    
      Fights breaking out over arguments were common. 
    

    
      People asking me to find lost items, or parents losing their kids—why were there so many of them?
    

    
      But helping someone was indeed rewarding.
    

    
      Before I knew it, I had forgotten my original goal of ‘image management for survival.’
    

    
      I was more immersed in this work than in my ‘jobs,’ and I was getting addicted to the thank-yous I received from people.
    

    
      Then, during a brief moment of rest, I sat on a bench.
    

    
      I took off the badge hanging around my neck. 
    

    
      Out of habit, I rummaged through my pocket, but what came out wasn’t a cigarette but a candy.
    

    
      “This is…”
    

    
      When I found the parents of a boy who was crying after losing them.
    

    
      The candy that boy gave me as thanks.
    

    
      I unwrapped it and popped it into my mouth.
    

    
      As the sweet glucose spread over my tongue, the frantic flow of time gradually returned to normal, and a warm, fuzzy feeling slowly spread in my chest.
    

    
      Feeling that deep satisfaction, I blankly looked up at the sky.
    

    
      “Peaceful.”
    

    
      A clear blue sky.
    

    
      White, feathery clouds drifting leisurely through it.
    

    
      Warm sunlight and a cool spring breeze.
    

    
      People laughing and chattering happily within it.
    

    
      It was a good day.
    

    
      A day that somehow made me think of cotton candy.
    

    
      I want some cotton candy. 
    

    
      Back in Korea, I never once thought about cotton candy.
    

    
      Strange thing.
    

    
      “It’s always the things right next to you that you don’t look for.”
    

    
      A bittersweet smile formed on my lips.
    

    
      Could I go back to that time?
    

    
      Would a day come for me when I could be happy without any worries, like them?
    

    
      I don’t know.
    

    
      I’d have to struggle hard.
    

    
      To reach that day without worries or concerns, I stood up from the bench immediately.
    

    
      Peace was as short and fleeting as the candy that had melted away.
    

    
      I recalled my original purpose.
    

    
      Let’s move.
    

    
      That’s the only way I can erase even a bit of this dishonor written on me.
    

    
      There’s no time to rest.
    

    
      It was time to run again.
    

    

  
    Chapter 4: Chapter 4

    
      Chapter 4: Thief, But With a Terminal Illness (4)
    

    
      The overall schedule of the festival is as follows.
    

    
      The first day is the opening ceremony.
    

    
      It’s the day Frey Hero Academy opens its doors to the world.
    

    
      Originally, the academy is one of the empire’s most heavily guarded locations, strictly restricting access to anyone other than students, faculty, or select personnel.
    

    
      But for the three days of the festival out of the 365 days in a year, the academy opens its tightly shut gates.
    

    
      This serves as both a show of force to other nations or organizations, proclaiming, “This is the might of Frey Academy,” and a way to inspire the next generation.
    

    
      The second day features attractions prepared by the academy, with booths set up for visitors, while the main event, the entrance ceremony, is scheduled for the final day of the festival.
    

    
      After that, the festival concludes with the closing ceremony.
    

    
      But this year, there will be no entrance or closing ceremony.
    

    
      That’s because a far grander event is set to take place beforehand.
    

    
      Thinking about it, Baron, who once said his ominous premonitions never failed, might truly have a remarkable intuition.
    

    
      During that event, I had to succeed in a task that would determine my future fate.
    

    
      Well, that’s tomorrow’s business.
    

    
      For now, my tasks today aren’t much different from yesterday’s.
    

    
      As a safety team helper, I wander around, diligently making myself known to people.
    

    
      Time passed, and it was now late afternoon. 
    

    
      The campus was bustling with people, but the atmosphere wasn’t the same as yesterday.
    

    
      Compared to the excited, lively energy of yesterday, today felt more relaxed, with people casually enjoying the sights.
    

    
      As closing time approached, the crowds began to thin out.
    

    
      With fewer people, my workload naturally decreased, and I found myself with quite a bit of free time.
    

    
      But I wasn’t thrilled about that freedom.
    

    
      “No way. This makes it impossible for me to do good deeds.”
    

    
      The truth is, it’s not about the work—it’s about the people.
    

    
      More than doing good deeds, I need people to see and acknowledge the good deeds I’ve done.
    

    
      In other words, attention and aggro.
    

    
      But today, the bites just aren’t coming.
    

    
      Isn’t there some incident somewhere that could draw a ton of attention?
    

    
      Usually, wherever the protagonist goes, incidents and accidents follow. 
    

    
      Maybe I should start by finding the protagonist.
    

    
      “Hmm. For now, I’ll keep wandering…”
    

    
      That’s when it happened.
    

    
      Kyaaaah!
    

    
      A sharp scream pierced through my eardrums. 
    

    
      My body reacted before my mind did. 
    

    
      I was already sprinting toward the source of the scream.
    

    
      Tadak!
    

    
      The scene I arrived at was pure chaos.
    

    
      A dense crowd left no room to step. 
    

    
      At the center of it all, a tense atmosphere seemed ready to explode.
    

    
      Baron, the student affairs officer, stood tall beyond the crowd, having appeared at some point.
    

    
      Beside him were three peers wearing helper badges and academy guards clad in orange armor. 
    

    
      They were surrounding someone, forming a tight circle.
    

    
      I knew it the moment I saw it.
    

    
      Whoa. This is a major incident.
    

    
      The feeling that arose wasn’t curiosity about “What’s going on?” but rather a thrill of “Finally, my chance has come!”
    

    
      The intense atmosphere, the perfect cast of characters, and even an audience.
    

    
      It was the ideal stage to transform my image.
    

    
      Then, snippets of the citizens’ conversations reached my ears.
    

    
      “What’s going on? What happened?”
    

    
      “Attempted rape, they say. See that woman over there? Those beastly guys tried to drag her into an alley to assault her.”
    

    
      Sure enough, in the center of the guards’ encirclement stood four men.
    

    
      Scars on their faces, rough appearances, and an unrestrained menacing aura practically screamed, “I’m from the underworld.”
    

    
      I’m pretty good at reading faces, and just by their looks, there’s a 99.99% chance these guys are the culprits.
    

    
      “What? Those scum deserve to be torn apart!”
    

    
      The citizens’ voices weren’t exactly quiet.
    

    
      Those who didn’t know the situation started cursing freely upon hearing this, growing indignant as if they themselves had been wronged.
    

    
      Especially since this filthy crime had occurred in the sacred grounds where the Hall of Heroes once stood, the citizens’ anger spiraled out of control.
    

    
      But I tilted my head.
    

    
      Putting their appearances aside, this is inside the academy.
    

    
      It’s a fortress built with advanced magitech, a place spiritually revered by royal citizens as the sacred site where the Hall of Heroes once stood.
    

    
      To commit such a heinous sex crime in a place like this?
    

    
      And in broad daylight with so many people around?
    

    
      Even a lust-driven maniac would wave their hands and say, “No way.”
    

    
      Hmm. Something’s fishy.
    

    
      Beside Baron stood two women.
    

    
      One was a girl with strikingly beautiful features, and the other was a frail woman clutching her disheveled clothes, sobbing uncontrollably.
    

    
      It was obvious which one was the victim.
    

    
      “But even during the festival, shouldn’t they at least check identities before letting people in like this?”
    

    
      “They’re from Karagas, I heard. That’s probably why they were let in.”
    

    
      “What? Those trash from that dump? Ugh, I knew it!”
    

    
      And once again, the citizens’ conversations reached me.
    

    
      At that moment, a fragment of memory buried beneath the surface floated up and began to play.
    

    
      It was the backstory of a character from 
      Heroes of Frey
      .
    

    
      The character’s name was Kal.
    

    
      His alignment was “absolute evil,” a villain.
    

    
      One of the five evils who plunge the empire into chaos.
    

    
      He harbors intense hatred and hostility toward the academy and exhibits an abnormal obsession and murderous tendencies toward women—a true madman.
    

    
      However, according to the official lore, he wasn’t always such a depraved villain.
    

    
      In fact, he was a citizen of the empire with a positive influence.
    

    
      Though from Karagas, he acted as a mediator there, upholding his own sense of justice and chivalry, accumulating good deeds.
    

    
      But there was a turning point that shifted Kal’s alignment to evil: an incident during the 890th Entrance Festival.
    

    
      As a child, he attended the festival with his brothers to see the academy he admired.
    

    
      There, he was falsely accused of being a sex offender. 
    

    
      This event marked a major turning point in his life—
    

    
      That’s the official backstory for Kal.
    

    
      But why is this coming to mind right now?
    

    
      I pushed through the crowd, approaching the scene.
    

    
      Four men. 
    

    
      I closely examined the face of the tallest one among them.
    

    
      The face of the madman I’d only seen on a game screen. 
    

    
      For a moment, that sinister face overlapped with the thug’s face before me.
    

    
      [For my brothers.]
    

    
      [Die. This is all the karma you’ve built.]
    

    
      A chill ran down my spine.
    

    
      Though his appearance, distorted by burns, and his aura were different, I was certain.
    

    
      That guy is definitely the madman of the five evils.
    

    
      The one who, in the future, destroys the infamous Gidmog Prison, freeing countless villains, and later infiltrates the academy to orchestrate the worst episode, “The Madman’s Massacre.”
    

    
      It’s an unforgettable memory from my gaming days.
    

    
      My first boss fight against the madman, which I tackled with bravado.
    

    
      After that, cursing and grinding my teeth, dying over and over, it took me a whole week of endless tries to perfectly clear it.
    

    
      Even for someone like me, who prided himself on physical skill, the madman easily ranked among the top three worst bosses in my gaming career.
    

    
      And now I have to go through that again?
    

    
      In this reality, not a game?
    

    
      Ugh. No way.
    

    
      Absolutely not.
    

    
      Of course, it’s the protagonist who’ll face the madman, not me.
    

    
      But what if the protagonist loses to him?
    

    
      What happens then?
    

    
      I’d have to step in. I need to keep the protagonist alive, after all.
    

    
      Plus, the “Madman’s Massacre” episode takes place inside the academy, so I’d inevitably get caught up in it.
    

    
      So, it’s just a hassle either way.
    

    
      But right now, an opportunity to prevent all of that is standing before me.
    

    
      And if I can earn some favor in the process?
    

    
      Only an idiot would hesitate.
    

    
      “You’d better comply with orders! There’s nowhere for you to escape to anyway!”
    

    
      By now, the atmosphere in the scene had grown uncontrollably tense.
    

    
      The guards surrounded the four men, who glared at the tightening encirclement with eyes ready for a fight.
    

    
      “We didn’t do it!”
    

    
      “It’s a false accusation!”
    

    
      They shouted in desperation.
    

    
      But no one listened. 
    

    
      Not the guards, not the surrounding citizens, not even Professor Baron seemed to believe them.
    

    
      In truth, this was all a scheme orchestrated by a rival faction in Karagas who saw Kal and his brothers as thorns in their side.
    

    
      But how could anyone here know that?
    

    
      “How can they lie so shamelessly?”
    

    
      “Seriously. They’re worse than garbage that can’t even be recycled.”
    

    
      “Being human like them is embarrassing.”
    

    
      The crowd knew only one thing.
    

    
      That these four men were from Karagas.
    

    
      And as I just realized, they seemed more interested in the spectacle of the situation and the men’s origins than the truth of the incident.
    

    
      Because I could see excitement in some of the citizens’ eyes. 
    

    
      Anticipation for the show about to unfold.
    

    
      That’s when it happened.
    

    
      Someone stepped forward with steady strides.
    

    
      A man with a cold demeanor—Kal.
    

    
      “We said we didn’t do it.”
    

    
      “Hmph. That excuse again? That’s not for you to decide—it’s for the tribunal at headquarters! Stop spouting nonsense and kneel for binding!”
    

    
      “I’ll say it again: we haven’t done anything wrong. So naturally, we won’t kneel. You say it’s for the tribunal to decide? Then bring them here.”
    

    
      “Pfft! What? Bring them here?”
    

    
      The guard captain burst into laughter but abruptly stopped.
    

    
      “Words just don’t get through to these guys. Everyone! Prepare for combat!”
    

    
      Clang──!
    

    
      The guards surrounding them drew their swords in unison.
    

    
      The citizens, startled, took a few steps back but didn’t leave. 
    

    
      Instead, they widened their eyes, determined not to miss the impending battle.
    

    
      Kal and his brothers, with resolute expressions, slipped knuckles onto their fists.
    

    
      The scene turned into a powder keg ready to explode.
    

    
      And I stepped right into the middle of it.
    

    
      “Hey, stop!”
    

    
      The guard captain, about to signal the attack, shouted in a panic.
    

    
      “Who are you!”
    

    
      All eyes turned to me at once.
    

    
      It’s the situation I wanted, but with so many eyes on me, I can’t help but feel nervous.
    

    
      Ugh. My face is burning.
    

    
      “He’s a student! Hey, get out of the way!”
    

    
      “No can do.”
    

    
      “What? Why not…”
    

    
      The guard captain, about to question me, suddenly stared at my face and contorted his expression.
    

    
      Then came a faint curse under his breath.
    

    
      Looks like he’s someone who’s heard the rumors about me.
    

    
      “Gerard. What are you doing?”
    

    
      That’s when Professor Baron spoke up.
    

    
      “Why are you protecting them?”
    

    
      It’s not just anything—I was standing with my back to Kal’s group.
    

    
      No matter how you look at it, I was shielding them.
    

    
      “Do you know them?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “Then why are you trying to protect them?”
    

    
      “Protect? Who? These guys? Why would I?”
    

    
      That’s not it.
    

    
      This situation could snowball into something much bigger later, and I just don’t want the hassle.
    

    
      Of course, saying that would only make me sound crazy, so I come up with a reasonable excuse.
    

    
      “It’s not these people I’m protecting. It’s the academy.”
    

    
      “What? What are you talking about?”
    

    
      “Right now, the academy is blindfolding itself and acting like a foolish clown in front of all these citizens. I’m here to open its eyes.”
    

    
      My voice wasn’t quiet at all.
    

    
      Naturally, most of the people in the area heard me, and the crowd stirred at my words.
    

    
      “What’s he saying? What’s wrong with him all of a sudden?”
    

    
      “No idea. But isn’t he a student?”
    

    
      Blocking an academy event is shocking enough.
    

    
      But the person doing it is an academy student and that student, while part of the academy, is trying to undermine its prestige.
    

    
      It’s no wonder they’re shocked.
    

    
      The guards looked utterly baffled, and my peers widened their eyes, shouting.
    

    
      “Hey! Gerard! What are you saying in front of the professor!”
    

    
      “Are you actually insane!?”
    

    
      I ignored them all.
    

    
      My eyes were fixed on one person—Professor Baron.
    

    
      There’s no choice. 
    

    
      To steer this situation the way I want, I need to win over this man first.
    

    
      The most influential figure here, Baron Tesda, the student affairs officer.
    

    
      “The founding principles of the academy. The three heroic spirits. What are they, Student Affairs Officer? Justice, freedom, and fairness, right?”
    

    
      “That’s correct.”
    

    
      “Then where is the justice here? Where is the freedom, and where is the fairness?”
    

    
      “What are you trying to say?”
    

    
      “I’m saying we need to face reality.”
    

    
      Deep furrows formed between Baron’s brows.
    

    
      He let out a low sigh.
    

    
      “I thought you’d come to your senses after yesterday, but it seems I was mistaken. People don’t change so easily, do they?”
    

    
      He looked at me.
    

    
      With the same eyes as yesterday.
    

    
      A gaze heavy with pity, regret, and guilt.
    

    
      What kind of history, what kind of complications exist between us?
    

    
      I don’t know.
    

    
      And I don’t care. 
    

    
      What matters is the present.
    

    
      Right now, I need those emotions Baron harbors toward me. 
    

    
      To seize control of this situation, I need to make him my ally, and to do that, I need to use those emotions.
    

    
      “Didn’t you want me to change?”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Didn’t you want me to change? Then believe in me just one more time, Student Affairs Officer. No, Professor Baron. Have I ever asked you for something like this?”
    

    
      Of course not.
    

    
      The pre-possessed Gerard was a thief who hid himself amidst countless infamies.
    

    
      If anything, Gerard likely pushed away Baron, who kept trying to look after him and bring him into the light.
    

    
      “No. You’ve never asked for my help, not even a sliver.”
    

    
      “Then this is my first request.”
    

    
      I looked straight into Baron’s eyes, putting weight into every word.
    

    
      “Please believe in me one last time.”
    

    
      Baron’s expression remained stoic.
    

    
      I couldn’t read his thoughts.
    

    
      That’s when the guard captain, who had been quietly listening, stepped between us.
    

    
      “There’s nothing more to hear, Student Affairs Officer. I’ll handle this guy and the villains. Please, with the other students, prevent this commotion from spreading—Student Affairs Officer?”
    

    
      The guard captain couldn’t finish his sentence.
    

    
      He only stared, dumbfounded, at Baron’s arm blocking his path.
    

    
      “I won’t wait long.”
    

    
      “Just listen to me.”
    

    
      “Simple enough.”
    

    
      Baron nodded and spoke to the guard captain.
    

    
      “Let’s hear him out. Let’s see what my student has to say.”
    

    
      “What? But…”
    

    
      “I’ll take full responsibility.”
    

    
      At that, the guard captain reluctantly waved his hand.
    

    
      The guards, who had been poised to charge, sheathed their weapons and stepped back.
    

    
      “I’m not trusting you, Gerard. I’m just settling an old debt.”
    

    
      Who’s asking for that? Now that I look at him, this guy’s a bit of a tsundere despite his appearance.
    

    
      Whatever. It doesn’t matter.
    

    
      I’ve got my chance.
    

    
      Now all that’s left is to prove it.
    

    
      “Speak. What truth are we failing to see?”
    

    
      I opened my mouth.
    

    

  
    Chapter 5: Chapter 5

    
      Chapter 5: Thief, But With a Side of Terminal Illness(5)
    

    
      The stage was set.
    

    
      And it was set on a grand scale.
    

    
      I had intended for it to happen, but this was even bigger than I had anticipated. 
    

    
      I thought tomorrow’s job would be the main event, but this situation’s scale was no joke either.
    

    
      Everyone was staring at me.
    

    
      Normally, I should’ve been trembling, but my trait, [Coolheadedness], kept me calm even in this atmosphere.
    

    
      Yes. Keep watching me.
    

    
      See how I handle this situation and spread the word.
    

    
      I turned around. 
    

    
      Four men were looking at me with eyes full of doubt. 
    

    
      I directed my question to the one with an especially stoic expression.
    

    
      “What’s your name?”
    

    
      “Kal.”
    

    
      I already knew, but this was for final confirmation.
    

    
      “You’re from Karagas, right?”
    

    
      “Yeah. I came here with my brothers.”
    

    
      “Real brothers?”
    

    
      “Different parents, same bond.”
    

    
      “Tell me about what you went through.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “What’s wrong? I’m asking you to talk. Don’t want to?”
    

    
      Despite his tough appearance, Kal hesitated suddenly.
    

    
      “It’s not that I don’t want to.”
    

    
      “Then what?”
    

    
      “It’s… awkward.”
    

    
      “Awkward? In a situation like this?”
    

    
      “Well, it’s just… it’s the first time. Having someone actually listen to our story.”
    

    
      Kal’s expression remained impassive.
    

    
      But he couldn’t fully hide the torrent of emotions in his voice. 
    

    
      There was a strange fervor in his tone.
    

    
      Understanding his feelings, I gave him the most reassuring smile I could muster.
    

    
      “It’s fine. Speak loudly. Loud enough for everyone here to hear.”
    

    
      Nodding, Kal infused mana into his voice and began his story.
    

    
      Soon, his voice echoed through the area.
    

    
      He recounted how, during the festival, a woman approached them, claiming she was being harassed by a thug and asking for help.
    

    
      They followed her into an alley to assist, only for the woman to suddenly scream and accuse them of being sexual predators.
    

    
      As the story unfolded, Kal’s voice grew louder.
    

    
      He had only infused mana to project his voice farther, but as his emotions surged, his mana control became unstable.
    

    
      His voice trembled roughly.
    

    
      It was filled with sorrow and indignation, swirling together.
    

    
      By now, his face was contorted as he shouted. 
    

    
      The sight left a deep impression on everyone watching.
    

    
      What followed was a story everyone already knew.
    

    
      The nearby guards and cadets didn’t even bother listening to their side, immediately branding them as criminals.
    

    
      When the story ended, an awkward silence blanketed the area.
    

    
      Everyone stared at Kal, who was breathing heavily, lips sealed tight.
    

    
      “What do you think?”
    

    
      My question was directed at Baron.
    

    
      He shook his head.
    

    
      “It’s a story I’ve already heard.”
    

    
      “Really? Seems like you at least listened, Professor.”
    

    
      The others looked like they were hearing it for the first time.
    

    
      Not that they seemed convinced, though.
    

    
      “But there’s no proof his words are true.”
    

    
      “Isn’t that the same for the victim’s side?”
    

    
      “No. There was a witness.”
    

    
      Huh?
    

    
      That was news to me.
    

    
      Wait, no way?
    

    
      A person came to mind belatedly.
    

    
      The ridiculously beautiful girl who had been standing next to the victim. 
    

    
      I only caught a glimpse of her, but her striking appearance made her unforgettable.
    

    
      “I’m the witness.”
    

    
      And up close, she was even more stunning.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      No, this went beyond mere beauty.
    

    
      Jet-black hair like obsidian, contrasted by skin as pale as jade.
    

    
      I’m not kidding—her presence made the air around her seem to waver for a moment.
    

    
      Was it her aura? Or was my mind just momentarily dazed?
    

    
      I could understand the citizens’ and guards’ reactions.
    

    
      Sorry to Kal, but honestly, if I were in their shoes, I’d probably believe this witness’s testimony too, given her appearance.
    

    
      It was written all over her face.
    

    
      ‘Trustworthy.’
    

    
      Just kidding.
    

    
      Anyway, this made things even stranger.
    

    
      A witness?
    

    
      That would mean the character settings for Kal in 
      Heroes of Frey
       were wrong, which was unthinkable to me.
    

    
      Character settings are the official, condensed summary of a character’s personality, traits, and past. 
    

    
      They couldn’t possibly be wrong.
    

    
      Obviously, the witness’s testimony had to be the mistake.
    

    
      She might have seen it wrong, or maybe she didn’t see clearly and was acting on emotion or, I couldn’t rule out the possibility that she was conspiring with the victim to give false testimony.
    

    
      That’s it. 
    

    
      The victim and this girl could be in cahoots.
    

    
      “Tell us what you witnessed.”
    

    
      At my question, she infused mana into her voice, just like Kal had, and spoke.
    

    
      Her skill was impressive, and I was quietly surprised.
    

    
      Kal was one thing, but how was she handling mana so well?
    

    
      “…That’s it. That’s the general overview of their criminal actions that I witnessed.”
    

    
      “What? So you didn’t actually see the incident itself? You’re saying you arrived at the scene after hearing the screams, just like them.”
    

    
      I knew it.
    

    
      “There’s something called context. Don’t you see the torn clothes and signs of fierce resistance?”
    

    
      “I see them.”
    

    
      “And? Are you suggesting the woman harmed herself?”
    

    
      “That’s not what I said—you’re the one who just said that. Hmm. But that does make sense. Self-inflicted harm.”
    

    
      She stared at me intently.
    

    
      No, she was glaring.
    

    
      Suddenly, her expression hardened, and she continued.
    

    
      “Everyone here knows sexual assault is a serious crime. The minimum sentence is being paraded naked through the streets tied to a horse’s rear, and anything beyond that is forced labor. Now imagine being wrongfully dragged to a labor camp based on false accusations.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “How would that feel? Wouldn’t it make you furious, heartbroken, and unjustly treated?”
    

    
      Her eyes wavered.
    

    
      “What are you trying to say?”
    

    
      “I’m telling you to think carefully about that situation again. Your testimony practically decides these people’s lives.”
    

    
      I took a step forward.
    

    
      Arguing with the witness wouldn’t yield answers. 
    

    
      Especially not with unverified testimony.
    

    
      What I needed now was clear evidence to turn the situation around.
    

    
      I walked past the girl, and for some reason, she stood frozen, not stopping me.
    

    
      I approached the victim, who was crouched on the ground.
    

    
      Step, step.
    

    
      As the girl had said, the woman’s condition up close was a mess.
    

    
      Disheveled hair, a red sweater torn in half. 
    

    
      Through the gaps, her undergarments and skin were faintly visible. 
    

    
      To an outsider, it looked like signs of violent resistance.
    

    
      Her face was smeared with tears and snot.
    

    
      Her shoulders trembled pitifully, and her sobs were mechanical, as if she was trying her hardest to look pathetic.
    

    
      “Sniff. Sob!”
    

    
      As I got closer, her crying grew louder. 
    

    
      The guard captain moved to intervene, but Baron stopped him.
    

    
      I sent a grateful glance and looked down at her.
    

    
      I stared at her intently.
    

    
      As if I could see through the facade she was hiding behind, pretending to be a victim.
    

    
      Then,
    

    
      Ziiing──.
    

    
      Like a scene in a movie zooming in, the view before my eyes suddenly magnified.
    

    
      [Focused Gaze]
    

    
      A low-level thieving technique used to aim at distant targets or closely observe objects.
    

    
      I hadn’t expected to use a thieving skill outside of a job, but now wasn’t the time to be picky.
    

    
      I had to find it.
    

    
      Evidence.
    

    
      “…What are you doing right now?”
    

    
      “Don’t know. Why’s he staring at the victim’s body like that?”
    

    
      “Feels like he’s just stalling.”
    

    
      As time dragged on, the onlookers began to murmur.
    

    
      Ignoring them, I recalled Kal’s statement.
    

    
      Yes. The part where he said the victim tore her own clothes. Let’s focus on that.
    

    
      The woman was wearing a red sweater.
    

    
      It looked expensive, but the price wasn’t the point—it was the material. 
    

    
      That kind of sturdy fabric wouldn’t tear easily, even with a man’s grip.
    

    
      It’d be easier to pull it off entirely. 
    

    
      To turn it into rags in such a short time, it had to have been prepped beforehand and I found the trace. 
    

    
      As expected, there was something off about the roughly torn seam.
    

    
      A cleanly cut edge.
    

    
      Clearly, it had been pre-slashed with a knife or scissors and one more thing.
    

    
      “This is…”
    

    
      I crouched down.
    

    
      Meeting her terrified gaze, I said softly,
    

    
      “Why did you tear it?”
    

    
      Her eyes shook wildly.
    

    
      “…W-What?”
    

    
      “This sweater. You tore it yourself. With your own hands.”
    

    
      I grabbed her wrist and lifted it up.
    

    
      Startled by the sudden move, the woman screamed.
    

    
      “Kyaa!”
    

    
      “Hey! What the hell are you doing!”
    

    
      The guard captain rushed forward, but I quickly waved her hand in front of him.
    

    
      “Evidence.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Evidence, I said. Look here.”
    

    
      The woman whined about pain beside me. So what?
    

    
      To me, she was no longer human—she was a villain.
    

    
      Ignoring her, I continued.
    

    
      “See her middle fingernail?”
    

    
      “I see it. What’s your point?”
    

    
      “Don’t just look—think while you look. This part. The broken nail edge with red threads caught in it. See it?”
    

    
      The guard captain narrowed his eyes.
    

    
      “This is…”
    

    
      He understood what I meant.
    

    
      The only person here wearing red was the victim herself.
    

    
      But he shook his head soon after.
    

    
      “Still, this alone doesn’t seem like enough to call it evidence.”
    

    
      “That’s right! It’s not me. Sob! T-The threads got caught while I was fixing my torn clothes…”
    

    
      The woman, who had been quietly gauging the situation, quickly chimed in but when our eyes met, she tried to collapse again, probably to milk more sympathy.
    

    
      Not a chance. 
    

    
      I yanked her arm up, forcing her to stand.
    

    
      “Ack! It hurts… Sob. Please, someone help me.”
    

    
      “Hey! Gerard, you’re really…”
    

    
      “Wait, wait. Then what about the nail? How did it break?”
    

    
      She screamed defiantly.
    

    
      “I don’t know! It probably broke while I was fighting off those men!”
    

    
      “Really? That’s odd. I thought you were fighting with your clothes.”
    

    
      With that, I reached toward her chest.
    

    
      Inside the torn sweater piece, I pulled out a small white fragment and held it up.
    

    
      A broken nail piece.
    

    
      “What’s this? Isn’t this your nail?”
    

    
      “…!”
    

    
      “Why’s it here? Unless you were tearing at your own clothes like a maniac, how would a broken nail get caught inside? Also, if you resisted so fiercely that your nail broke and your clothes turned to rags, there should be traces on the men too. Why don’t they have a single scratch? Doesn’t that seem strange?”
    

    
      “T-That’s…”
    

    
      She faltered.
    

    
      Seizing the moment, I shouted forcefully.
    

    
      “This is an academy with the Hall of Heroes! How dare you lie here!”
    

    
      Boom!
    

    
      She flinched in shock.
    

    
      Not just her.
    

    
      The guard captain nearby and the surrounding citizens widened their eyes at my sudden yell.
    

    
      This was a performance to fully shift the momentum to my side.
    

    
      Leaving the trembling woman, I turned to the guard captain.
    

    
      “Is this still not enough?”
    

    
      The red threads caught in the nail.
    

    
      The artificially cut fabric edge and the broken nail piece stuck inside.
    

    
      More than enough evidence to prove Kal’s innocence.
    

    
      “…Hmm.”
    

    
      But the guard captain hesitated, mumbling.
    

    
      He glanced at Kal’s group.
    

    
      Seeing that, I realized I’d been mistaken.
    

    
      It hit me.
    

    
      The real issue wasn’t whether Kal and his brothers actually tried to assault the woman.
    

    
      It was prejudice against their origins.
    

    
      That was the root cause of this incident.
    

    
      Even with evidence presented, the guard captain’s reluctance gave it away.
    

    
      He was embarrassed.
    

    
      Embarrassed to admit his mistake.
    

    
      To apologize and seek forgiveness from people from Karagas, whom he usually dismissed and looked down on and the one who stopped him was, of all people, me.
    

    
      The academy’s worst cadet.
    

    
      When the other side consisted of lowborns and a pathetic academy failure, it must’ve stung his pride.
    

    
      “The more I think about it, the more ridiculous it gets.”
    

    
      I furrowed my brow and looked at him.
    

    
      “Hey, guard captain. Are origins that important? Is honor, reputation, or people’s gazes that crucial? Are you that great?”
    

    
      No matter how noble one’s origins, they can’t surpass a person’s character.
    

    
      The academy’s prestige and noble honor are like candles flickering in the slightest breeze. 
    

    
      What matters is the resolute attitude to rise again even if the candle goes out.
    

    
      Just like the negative image currently shrouding me.
    

    
      This was my accumulated karma, the label that most simply described the human known as Gerard, the academy cadet.
    

    
      But.
    

    
      “Before believing in what’s invisible, believe in what’s right in front of you. People can’t be judged by such trivial things.”
    

    
      The Gerard standing here today was completely different from the prejudiced image widely known at the academy.
    

    
      I forcibly placed the nail piece into the stunned guard captain’s hand.
    

    
      His neck was noticeably red as he reluctantly took it.
    

    
      Whether from shame or humiliation, I didn’t know and I wasn’t particularly curious.
    

    
      Nor did I care how much these people, including him, took my words to heart.
    

    
      I hadn’t expected anything to begin with.
    

    
      Baron and my peers were looking at me with renewed eyes.
    

    
      That was enough.
    

    
      Yes.
    

    
      Gerard had somehow changed!
    

    
      If I’d planted that realization firmly in their minds, that was enough for today.
    

    
      “Hey, why did a broken nail end up there?”
    

    
      “W-Well… I don’t know.”
    

    
      “Fine. It’ll all come out during the investigation anyway.”
    

    
      At least he wasn’t completely shameless. 
    

    
      The guard captain immediately began questioning and restraining the victim—no, the villain.
    

    
      He pulled out a wire from his waist. 
    

    
      At the same time, he awkwardly addressed Kal’s group.
    

    
      “Uh! Ahem. You four, sorry, but you’ll need to come along as witnesses…”
    

    
      That’s when it happened.
    

    
      The woman’s teary eyes turned venomous.
    

    
      Shiiing!
    

    
      A blade flashed.
    

    
      I, who hadn’t let my guard down around her, sensed the attack first, but the guard captain didn’t.
    

    
      I quickly tripped his leg, sending him tumbling backward.
    

    
      “Urk!”
    

    
      A chilling sound grazed my ear.
    

    
      As I jerked my head to the side, a cut piece of my collar fluttered before my eyes. 
    

    
      It was a hair’s breadth from disaster.
    

    
      “You’re dead.”
    

    
      But the villain was no longer there.
    

    
      She was diving into the crowd.
    

    
      “Tch, what are you doing! Catch her!”
    

    
      The guard captain, now back on his feet, quickly gave orders, but the guards’ response was, regrettably, a step too slow.
    

    
      Beyond the suddenness of the situation, they hadn’t anticipated that the supposedly frail woman would be so agile.
    

    
      But she didn’t get away.
    

    
      A wire, shot from somewhere, wrapped around her ankle like a snake seizing its prey.
    

    
      “…!”
    

    
      Looking at the wire binding her ankle, she raised her head and glared at me.
    

    
      I gave her a sly smile and waved.
    

    
      The wire dangled from my wrist.
    

    
      “Leaving without saying goodbye?”
    

    
      Her face twisted into something demonic.
    

    
      “Fine… You’re practically begging to die!”
    

    
      Yes. That’s more like a villain.
    

    
      Her murderous face was truly menacing, downright vicious.
    

    
      I reached for my waist to face her.
    

    
      But my turn didn’t come.
    

    
      Someone stepped in front of me.
    

    
      His name was Kal.
    

    
      The fixer from Karagas.
    

    
      “Sorry, but our way is to pay back twice what we receive.”
    

    
      With that, he clenched his fist so hard it seemed it might break.
    

    
      Blood dripped between his fingers, coating his fist.
    

    
      His knuckles protruded sharply.
    

    
      “Ki ki ki! Perfect! I was going to kill you too…”
    

    
      Then, a red line was drawn across the world.
    

    
      KABOOM!
    

    
      The villain was flung back faster than she had charged.
    

    
      My jaw dropped.
    

    
      My body, connected to the villain by the wire, was yanked forward, and I couldn’t help but worry.
    

    
      At that force, she’s probably dead…?
    

    
      Rushing over, I saw the villain’s face, so battered it’d be kinder to think she was dead.
    

    
      “…Didn’t you say twice the payback?”
    

    
      This calculation seemed a bit off.
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      The villain’s identity was, as expected, a member of “Blood,” a contract organization from Karagas.
    

    
      On her wrist was an intricately carved heart tattoo, the mark of Blood’s members.
    

    
      Blood’s plot was to eliminate Kal and his brothers, who were a thorn in Karagas’s side.
    

    
      And so, the incident was resolved.
    

    
      “Gerard.”
    

    
      Just as I was about to leave the scene, someone called out to me.
    

    
      It was Kal.
    

    
      “What’s up? Didn’t you go to be questioned?”
    

    
      “The brothers went for now. I stayed behind because I have something to say to you.”
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      There was no response.
    

    
      Puzzled, I looked toward Kal, and what I saw was him bowing so deeply that his head nearly touched the ground.
    

    
      “You’re the first person to listen to us without any prejudice. Thank you, truly.”
    

    
      “How many times do I have to say it? I didn’t do it to help you guys.”
    

    
      “Whatever. And also…”
    

    
      Kal paused, then spoke in a serious tone.
    

    
      “You’re our brother now.”
    

    
      “?”
    

    
      What’s he on about?
    

    
      “I’m not planning on being brothers with thugs like you.”
    

    
      “Thugs?”
    

    
      “Yeah. Look at you. It’s like ‘thug’ is written on your forehead. If I hang out with you guys, I’ll get a bad rep at the Academy. No way.”
    

    
      Kal stared at my face for a moment.
    

    
      Then he chuckled.
    

    
      “Now that I look at you, your face is pretty wild too. Don’t you think we’d actually go well together?”
    

    
      Crazy bastard.
    

    
      I couldn’t exactly argue, so I just flipped him off.
    

    
      “Heh. It doesn’t matter if you refuse. Your opinion isn’t important. Whether you accept it or not, you’re already our brother.”
    

    
      Oh, so it’s a declaration?
    

    
      But honestly, it didn’t feel bad.
    

    
      Someone with the potential to become one of the Five Evils considers me a brother…
    

    
      “Fine, whatever.”
    

    
      He grinned and lightly patted my shoulder.
    

    
      And so, Kal left the Academy. 
    

    
      We parted ways for now, but it’d be a lie to say I wasn’t looking forward to our next meeting. 
    

    
      How much stronger will he be by then? If I want to cash in on that insurance, I’d better stay alive until then.
    

    
      I was lost in these thoughts when—
    

    
      “You seem to make friends outside the Academy more than within it.”
    

    
      Baron, who had approached unnoticed, spoke to me.
    

    
      He’d been chatting with the head of security for a while. 
    

    
      Guess their conversation was over.
    

    
      “They’re not friends.”
    

    
      “Then what?”
    

    
      “Brothers, apparently.”
    

    
      “Brothers?”
    

    
      Baron’s face flickered with an unreadable expression for a brief moment.
    

    
      “Well done, anyway.”
    

    
      “For what? I just did what needed to be done. If anything, I should be thanking you. It would’ve been tough without your help, Professor.”
    

    
      “I only did what I was supposed to. A professor should believe in their student.”
    

    
      “Oh? So you’ll keep believing in me from now on?”
    

    
      A deep crease formed between Baron’s brows.
    

    
      “You’ve gotten cheeky since I last saw you and talkative, too.”
    

    
      Oops.
    

    
      My real personality slipped out without me realizing.
    

    
      The Gerard that Baron remembers is supposed to be cold and brooding.
    

    
      I quickly tried to cover it up.
    

    
      “I mean, I thought I should try to change a bit.”
    

    
      I gave an awkward smile and glanced to the side.
    

    
      But when I looked at Baron, there was a warm smile on his face.
    

    
      It was the first time I’d seen him smile.
    

    
      “It’s a good look.”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “I said it’s a good look. This new side of you. I’m looking forward to what’s next.”
    

    
      Looking forward to what’s next.
    

    
      The moment I heard those words, something fiery surged hotly in my chest.
    

    
      So this is what it feels like to be praised by someone. 
    

    
      To have someone watch me, acknowledge me, and have expectations for me.
    

    
      My heart felt like it was floating.
    

    
      I could barely keep the corners of my mouth from turning up.
    

    
      I wanted to live up to those expectations.
    

    
      Beyond just surviving, I wanted to earn more recognition.
    

    
      Then Baron’s voice broke through.
    

    
      “You asked if I’d keep believing in you, right?”
    

    
      “Oh. Yeah.”
    

    
      “I’m no longer just your advisor. I’m the Head of Student Affairs now.”
    

    
      I stared at him, confused by the sudden statement, but a beat later, his words hit me.
    

    
      [The Head of Student Affairs has more authority than an advisor.]
    

    
      I looked at him with a blank expression for a moment.
    

    
      Then I grinned.
    

    
      Yeah.
    

    
      This was enough.
    

    
      Even though today’s events would likely be overshadowed by the massive event tomorrow and fade from people’s memories.
    

    
      People remain.
    

    
      Kal and his brothers and Baron Tesda.
    

    
      Their trust was surely more reliable and valuable than any reward, wasn’t it?
    

    
      I’d been worried that today would just pass by like yesterday.
    

    
      But I felt relieved.
    

    
      “Hm? Perfect timing. Over here.”
    

    
      It was then. 
    

    
      Baron suddenly waved behind me.
    

    
      I turned my head and saw a silhouette approaching us.
    

    
      “Huh? That’s…”
    

    
      Her.
    

    
      The pretty girl.
    

    
      The one who was with the villain.
    

    
      But why was she here? 
    

    
      Wasn’t she supposed to have been taken to the Capital Defense Force with the villain?
    

    
      That’s when the doubt hit me.
    

    
      Then it dawned on me—nobody else in this place knew she was connected to the villain except me.
    

    
      “Oh.”
    

    
      I finally pieced it together.
    

    
      Nobody knew her true identity.
    

    
      Yet she hadn’t fled and was still here, which meant she was biding her time for another opportunity.
    

    
      Her original target, Kal, had just left for Icata with the security team, so it couldn’t be him.
    

    
      Then?
    

    
      Oh! It’s me.
    

    
      Revenge for her comrade. Something like that?
    

    
      Now that I thought about it, she was one cunning fox.
    

    
      “But you’re out of luck.”
    

    
      I smirked and swiftly grabbed her wrist.
    

    
      Just like I did with the villain earlier.
    

    
      Before she could pull away, I yanked up her shirt sleeve.
    

    
      A smooth, pale forearm was revealed.
    

    
      And on it, as I expected, the heart tattoo of Blood—
    

    
      “?”
    

    
      …should have been there.
    

    
      But it wasn’t.
    

    
      What?
    

    
      Thinking it might be higher up, I pulled the sleeve further, but all I saw was more flawless skin.
    

    
      That’s when I felt an intense gaze on my face.
    

    
      “Gerard. What are you doing?”
    

    
      At Baron’s question, I countered.
    

    
      “Isn’t she supposed to be investigated?”
    

    
      “Yuria?”
    

    
      Yuria?
    

    
      “Who’s that?”
    

    
      “Who else? The owner of the arm you’re holding.”
    

    
      Oh. Right.
    

    
      But why was he calling her so familiarly?
    

    
      “Do you two know each other?”
    

    
      At my question, Baron gave me a strange look.
    

    
      “Of course. Yuria is a new cadet who enrolled this year. Class of 890.”
    

    
      “?”
    

    
      “You didn’t know? Didn’t you meet her last week? At the welcome party for seniors and juniors… Oh, right. You weren’t there.”
    

    
      I stared blankly at the girl.
    

    
      No, at Yuria, whom I’d thought was just an ordinary girl.
    

    
      Her obsidian-like eyes stared back at me.
    

    
      The emotions in them… well, they were complicated.
    

    
      I wasn’t sure about the rest, but there was definitely displeasure.
    

    
      So I carefully lowered the sleeve I’d yanked up. 
    

    
      I fixed her clothes back in place and gently smoothed out the wrinkles.
    

    
      But I must’ve pulled too hard, because the sleeve was slightly torn.
    

    
      A soft, clear voice hit my ears.
    

    
      “You’re not going to say I tore this myself, are you?”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      What kind of expression did I have right now?
    

    
      I don’t know. 
    

    
      I just know I was mortified beyond belief.
    

    
      Baron’s laughter came from the side. This guy acted all stern and serious, but he sure laughed easily at times like this.
    

    
      “Anyway, Yuria has something to say to you. You two talk. I’ll take my leave.”
    

    
      I wanted to yell for him not to go.
    

    
      But Baron was already far gone.
    

    
      In the middle of the festival crowd.
    

    
      The two of us left behind stared at each other.
    

    
      “Let me formally introduce myself, Senior. I’m Yuria, admitted to the Academy this year as part of the Class of 890.”
    

    
      Yuria, Class of 890.
    

    
      The Class of 890 meant she was in the same year as the official protagonist of 
      Heroes of Frey
      .
    

    
      And the moment I realized that, it felt like I’d been hit in the back of the head with a hammer.
    

    
      My mind went blank.
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “Senior?”
    

    
      When I didn’t respond, Yuria called out to me again.
    

    
      But I didn’t answer.
    

    
      No, I couldn’t answer.
    

    
      I was too busy sifting through fragments of my memories.
    

    
      But the conclusion was always the same.
    

    
      Yuria.
    

    
      Yuria.
    

    
      Yuria.
    

    
      No matter how much I thought about it.
    

    
      In the future I knew, there was no character with that name.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      The Plaza of Valor.
    

    
      This structure, boasting unparalleled grandeur within the Academy, was vast and massive enough to accommodate countless people.
    

    
      Stendhal Syndrome.
    

    
      The towering outer walls of the Plaza of Valor instilled both awe and a sense of intimidation in those who beheld them.
    

    
      Like the Colosseum.
    

    
      It was typically used for regular sparring among cadets, events to showcase martial prowess, or swordsmanship tournaments. 
    

    
      But today was different.
    

    
      The final day of the Entrance Festival.
    

    
      Countless citizens gathered here, at the Plaza of Valor, to celebrate the entrance ceremony.
    

    
      The stands were filled with the cheers of citizens watching the ceremony.
    

    
      The blue sky was adorned with colorful flower petals fluttering about.
    

    
      As the marching band played, the cadets lined up in the plaza, and with the announcer’s voice, the entrance ceremony officially began.
    

    
      The cadets wore tense expressions under the flood of attention.
    

    
      Some bit their lips to contain their excitement, while others glanced sideways, searching for family members in the stands.
    

    
      Each was experiencing the ceremony in their own way.
    

    
      “All familiar faces.”
    

    
      I was overlooking the entire scene from the very top of the stands encircling the plaza.
    

    
      I recognized many faces.
    

    
      The main characters who drove the central story. 
    

    
      Faces I’d only seen on a monitor, so I felt both a sense of familiarity and a strange nostalgia.
    

    
      Deep in my chest, complex emotions stirred.
    

    
      Honestly, I’d been looking forward to this day. 
    

    
      The day I’d meet these people I’d only seen on a screen.
    

    
      Of course, I couldn’t view it with purely innocent excitement. 
    

    
      After all, I’d end up cornered by them eventually.
    

    
      Naturally, he was there too.
    

    
      The player character, Ivan.
    

    
      The protagonist at the center of this world, destined to save the continent from evil and someone I was inevitably bound to clash with one day.
    

    
      A thief like me and Ivan, who would come to harbor a deep hatred for the Beltus Cult, were fated to be incompatible.
    

    
      Today, that hatred would be etched deep into his bones.
    

    
      For both him and me, today was a turning point.
    

    
      I glanced at Ivan briefly before turning my head elsewhere.
    

    
      Black hair swayed in the breeze.
    

    
      Among the fifty new cadets, she exuded an undeniable presence. 
    

    
      No, I’d mistaken her for a girl due to her youthful appearance, but she was a full-fledged Academy cadet.
    

    
      Even in this situation, she wore the same cold, expressionless face as yesterday. 
    

    
      Feeling once again that she was like an emotionless doll, I let out a small chuckle.
    

    
      Yuria.
    

    
      It had been a day since I heard her name, but I still couldn’t recall her.
    

    
      But today, I finally understood why.
    

    
      It was only natural I couldn’t remember her.
    

    
      She was going to die today.
    

    
      At today’s entrance ceremony.
    

    
      In the game, it happened during the tutorial that kicked off right as the main story began.
    

    
      My memories of the future were limited to the perspective of the player character, Ivan.
    

    
      Naturally, I wouldn’t remember a character who died somewhere at the start of the game.
    

    
      There wasn’t even any specific mention of her as the game progressed.
    

    
      All there was, was a passing reference to a single cadet among the many victims who died.
    

    
      It was only moments ago that I managed to recall that her name was Yuria.
    

    
      Perhaps that’s why.
    

    
      I felt a strange sense of kinship with her.
    

    
      Yes, in the sense that we were both heading toward death in the near future. 
    

    
      You could say we were walking toward similar fates.
    

    
      Plus, after yesterday’s events, it’s not like we were complete strangers, right?
    

    
      If I could, I wanted to save her.
    

    
      But I couldn’t.
    

    
      Because I had my own task to attend to.
    

    
      That task was directly tied to my survival, so it had to take priority above all else.
    

    
      “What a mess.”
    

    
      The clear sky looked as peaceful as it did on the first day of the festival.
    

    
      But soon, this plaza would turn into a battlefield. 
    

    
      A sudden shower of magical beasts would engulf the stands, turning this entrance ceremony into a hellscape in an instant.
    

    
      This was the tutorial scenario of 
      Heroes of Frey
      .
    

    
      The ceremony had now reached the vice-dean’s speech, who handled external affairs in place of the dean.
    

    
      The vice-dean’s deep, powerful voice echoed across the plaza through the voice amplifier, commanding the attention of everyone from nobles to common citizens with admiration and respect.
    

    
      It was at that moment that a small spark flickered in the empty air.
    

    
      The location was above the southern stands.
    

    
      Directly opposite the northern stands where I was standing.
    

    
      From the start, I’d been staring at that spot, not the vice-dean, so I was the first to notice the spark.
    

    
      Crackle!
    

    
      Another spark burst.
    

    
      At the same time, a few professors who sensed something off stood up.
    

    
      Their faces were grim as they scanned their surroundings, and as more joined them, the atmosphere froze in an instant.
    

    
      Thud—
    

    
      The vice-dean’s speech cut off.
    

    
      The voice amplifier had suddenly malfunctioned.
    

    
      A silence followed.
    

    
      The occasional crackle from the amplifier added a strange tension to the stillness.
    

    
      The new cadets held their breath, looking bewildered. 
    

    
      The stands buzzed with confusion over the situation unfolding on the stage.
    

    
      And then,
    

    
      Crackle!
    

    
      When a massive spark burst, noticeable to everyone,
    

    
      The vice-dean’s urgent shout shook the plaza.
    

    
      [Stop it!]
    

    
      The professors leaped into action.
    

    
      Toward the southern stands.
    

    
      But by then, the rift had already begun to open.
    

    
      From the gaping maw of the temporal-spatial tear, like the jaws of a demon, reddish-brown rocks came tumbling down.
    

    
      At a glance, there were more than twenty.
    

    
      The citizens below screamed and tried to flee, but some were crushed, spraying crimson mist in all directions.
    

    
      In the fog of blood, massive figures began to rise one by one.
    

    
      Magical beasts.
    

    
      The entire stands, witnessing this instinctual terror, began to surge like waves caught in a storm.
    

    
      “Aaahhh!”
    

    
      “Beasts! Magical beasts!”
    

    
      “Orcs!”
    

    
      Raaaargh—!
    

    
      Everyone rushed toward the exits.
    

    
      But with so many people and only a limited number of exits—one each in the north, south, east, and west—people were trampled and crushed, leading to a flood of casualties. 
    

    
      The secondary damage from the evacuation was proving even worse than the initial damage from the beast shower.
    

    
      In this chaos, the only ones keeping their wits were the “Helper” badge-wearing peers like me.
    

    
      No, I was wrong.
    

    
      Even those who had just finished their second year were mostly dazed, experiencing such a sudden catastrophe for the first time.
    

    
      I shouted at the peers nearby.
    

    
      “Hey!”
    

    
      No response.
    

    
      Damn it. What was that guy’s name? 
    

    
      I couldn’t remember, so I called out his physical trait instead.
    

    
      “Hey! Horseface! Snap out of it!”
    

    
      Horseface looked at me.
    

    
      His eyes widened.
    

    
      “…Gerard?”
    

    
      “Can’t you see people getting hurt and dying out there? Why are you just standing there?”
    

    
      “Oh.”
    

    
      “Oh, my ass. We need to get these people to safety! Move!”
    

    
      Maybe because the incident had started in the southern stands, the citizens were flocking toward the relatively distant northern exit.
    

    
      I directed the crowd toward the eastern exit. 
    

    
      Starting with Horseface, other quick-witted peers followed my lead, guiding people to the western exit.
    

    
      The professors were holding off the orcs pouring into the southern stands.
    

    
      The situation was still chaotic, but it seemed to be stabilizing bit by bit.
    

    
      However, the real terror hadn’t even begun.
    

    
      That spatial rift. 
    

    
      The terror weapon of the Beltus Cult, later called the “Beast Pouch,” wasn’t only unleashed here.
    

    
      At this moment, Beast Pouches were erupting simultaneously all across the Academy.
    

    
      Escaping the Plaza of Valor didn’t mean safety.
    

    
      As if to prove it, the evacuation line heading toward the western exit suddenly started flowing back inward. 
    

    
      Citizens who had left were pouring back into the plaza.
    

    
      “They’re out there! There are beasts outside too!”
    

    
      “What? Damn it! Don’t push! Stop pushing!”
    

    
      “Get back inside! Inside! It’s safest here!”
    

    
      The fragile order collapsed like a sandcastle.
    

    
      Chaos descended once more. 
    

    
      Professors and cadets swung their weapons and shouted, desperately trying to quell the disorder, but it was futile.
    

    
      There was no way to control this many citizens in the first place. 
    

    
      They could only blindly deal with what was in front of them.
    

    
      And I had been waiting for this moment, where only instinct and chaos remained.
    

    
      Countless people were frantically running for their lives. In a moment like this, how many would even notice me?
    

    
      None. No one.
    

    
      I’d left a strong, brief impression on my peers, so my alibi was secured.
    

    
      When I was certain no one would notice my absence,I slipped my badge into my pocket and quietly slipped out of the plaza and I ran.
    

    
      To execute the plan I’d been crafting for the past two months.
    

    
      Right now, all of the Academy’s defense systems were disabled.
    

    
      It wasn’t just the beasts. 
    

    
      The truly terrifying aspect of the Beast Pouch was the shockwave it unleashed when the rift opened.
    

    
      That shockwave temporarily paralyzed the surrounding mana field.
    

    
      This was called “Mana Freeze.”
    

    
      Mana Freeze completely immobilized mages below a certain level.
    

    
      It also paralyzed the mana field, shutting down all magical arrays and devices within its range.
    

    
      Most of the Academy’s facilities were built on magitech, and Beast Pouches had erupted all over the Academy.
    

    
      So this was the situation.
    

    
      All of the Academy’s systems were currently paralyzed.
    

    
      All barriers on restricted zones and critical facilities, where outsider access was strictly controlled, were down. 
    

    
      Alarms, seals, and other security measures were nonfunctional.
    

    
      With even the Academy’s security forces out fighting the orcs,
    

    
      The Vault was now a treasure trove that would open with a single touch.
    

    
      Yes, the Vault.
    

    
      That was my target.
    

    
      More precisely, the secret tomes collected by the Empire over centuries, stored within.
    

    
      Stealing them and making them mine was the best growth strategy I, a thief, had chosen for survival and progress.
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      In this world, there existed a special power called Vision.
    

    
      Nations and families.
    

    
      Schools and guilds or individuals.
    

    
      Their insights were layered upon martial techniques like swordsmanship, magic, or spearmanship, transforming and evolving over countless years into a unique and precious value or such a power.
    

    
      Simply put, it was just a skill.
    

    
      A thousand years had passed since the Frey Empire was established on this land.
    

    
      And during that long time, countless nations, families, schools, and races had vanished into the back alleys of history due to invasions, wars of conquest, and large and small battles for mutual gain.
    

    
      If you included individuals, their number would truly be as vast and varied as the stars embedded in the night sky.
    

    
      Within the royal palace, there was a secretive place where their traces were collected.
    

    
      The Star Coffin.
    

    
      The tomb of the stars or the place where stars slept.
    

    
      Among them, the Vision Star Coffin was a treasure trove and the empire’s most critical stronghold, where all sorts of Secret Tomes, both existing and extinct, were gathered in one place.
    

    
      Naturally, it boasted ironclad security, and even royal royalty could not enter the Star Coffin recklessly.
    

    
      The countless Secret Tomes that slept within the Vision Star Coffin.
    

    
      The empire did not merely store them to rot; it used copies of their original sources to support soldier training camps or knight schools, thereby strengthening the empire’s foundation.
    

    
      Naturally, the copies sent to Frey Academy were more numerous and even more special.
    

    
      The place where these Secret Tomes, received from the royal palace, were stored.
    

    
      That was exactly the Vault I was heading to now.
    

    
      Outside, as expected, it was even more chaotic than the plaza.
    

    
      Orcs were destroying everything in sight—facilities, people, anything in front of them.
    

    
      Citizens were fleeing in panic to escape those orcs. 
    

    
      The roars of the orcs and the screams of the people echoed throughout the grounds.
    

    
      Academy guards, clad in orange armor, hurriedly formed ranks to confront the orcs, but it was a feeble response.
    

    
      Orcs.
    

    
      These Grade 4 beasts, with their steel-like stamina, monstrous strength, and robust reproductive capacity, accounted for the largest proportion of beast populations.
    

    
      On top of that, they possessed a degree of intelligence, which was why the Beltus Cult used orcs the most for experiments, terrorism, or menial tasks among beasts.
    

    
      But these were not ordinary orcs; they were a special variant called swamp orcs.
    

    
      They were less intelligent than regular orcs but had the advantage of larger builds and greater strength. 
    

    
      That was why they were the beasts most commonly used in the terrorist weapon known as the Beast Pouch.
    

    
      Their combat prowess was comparable to a battle-hardened veteran soldier.
    

    
      Ordinary soldiers could never handle them, and even new cadets would find them overwhelming in one-on-one combat.
    

    
      The academy guards were individually skilled soldiers, but they were insufficient to defeat a swamp orc alone. 
    

    
      So, they worked in pairs to push back the swamp orcs, but the critical issue was numbers.
    

    
      There were simply too many swamp orcs.
    

    
      Moreover, the academy guards had to protect the citizens as well, which prevented them from fully unleashing their abilities.
    

    
      “Damn it! There are too many!”
    

    
      “Fall back for now! Prioritize protecting the citizens over killing the beasts!”
    

    
      This situation would only be resolved once the knights from the Central Knight Headquarters arrived.
    

    
      In truth, that was the important part.
    

    
      The state of the surroundings, what kind of beasts the swamp orcs were, how much danger the citizens were in… those things weren’t particularly important to me. 
    

    
      To put it coldly.
    

    
      The core of this operation was the time until the knights arrived.
    

    
      Right now, the aftermath of the Beast Pouch and the swamp orcs had created a chaotic situation.
    

    
      But once the knight order arrived, this chaos would be quelled as if it had never existed, subdued by their overwhelming force.
    

    
      And the time remaining until that happened was roughly 15 minutes.
    

    
      Those 15 minutes were the working time I had been given.
    

    
      Within that time, I had to select the Secret Tomes I wanted, escape the Vault, and get out.
    

    
      “Phew…”
    

    
      How long had I been running?
    

    
      Beyond the crossing, I saw a widely encircled chain-link fence and the main gate.
    

    
      Beyond that, dense trees and a white roof jutting upward.
    

    
      The Vault.
    

    
      “Stop them! Don’t let them get inside the Vault at all costs!”
    

    
      A sound came from nearby, and I quickly crouched, hiding myself under the bushes.
    

    
      Not far away, a squad of swamp orcs and eight guards were engaged in combat.
    

    
      At a glance, I could tell these were the guards protecting the Vault.
    

    
      The battle was evenly matched.
    

    
      There were only eight of them, but since their goal was to stall rather than annihilate, the balance of power was somehow holding steady.
    

    
      That meant there were no obstacles to my infiltration.
    

    
      I hurriedly quickened my pace.
    

    
      Instead of entering through the main gate while staying low in the bushes, I circled widely along the fence to the back.
    

    
      At some point, a green tarp suddenly blocked my path.
    

    
      A tarp the same color as the bushes. 
    

    
      When I moved it aside, a leather bag emerged from within.
    

    
      I immediately unzipped it.
    

    
      Inside the bag were various pieces of equipment.
    

    
      A dagger sheath and a wire shooter. 
    

    
      A special belt to hold such throwing weapons, a lockpick kit, and a stark white skull mask.
    

    
      On top of that, the black leather suit I was wearing under my shirt.
    

    
      All of these were the tools of a thief, necessary for the job.
    

    
      Also known as Thief Gadgets.
    

    
      I quickly changed.
    

    
      I took out the belt from the bag first, fastened it, and equipped the throwing weapons one by one. 
    

    
      Then I put on a vest and tightly secured the straps to keep it in place, preventing the equipment from shaking and hindering my movements.
    

    
      Finally, I put on the skull mask, which looked eerie just to see.
    

    
      The time it took to do all this was a mere one minute.
    

    
      It vaguely reminded me of scenes in movies where heroes hurriedly change into their suits.
    

    
      But movies are just movies.
    

    
      In reality, it’s neither cool nor glamorous—just rushed.
    

    
      I hid the bag again and climbed over the fence, entering the restricted area.
    

    
      “As expected. No alarm.”
    

    
      Normally, the moment I set foot in the restricted area, a magical array would have activated, triggering an alarm. 
    

    
      But due to the Mana Freeze caused by the Beast Pouch’s aftermath, no alarm sounded.
    

    
      Well, I couldn’t use magic either, but that was fine.
    

    
      I hadn’t been idle for the past two months.
    

    
      My physical abilities were more than enough. 
    

    
      With a light kick off the ground, the trees in front of me instantly turned into long streaks, flashing past my sides.
    

    
      Before I knew it, I was standing in front of a building exuding a serene atmosphere.
    

    
      The firmly closed door was made of light brown wood, appearing deceptively ordinary at first glance.
    

    
      But the beautifully carved wood grain and the geometric magical patterns following its lines formed a top-tier sealing array that forbade entry to anyone except those bound by a blood oath.
    

    
      Of course.
    

    
      ──Creak.
    

    
      Not now.
    

    
      I grabbed the doorknob and pushed lightly, and the door opened all too easily.
    

    
      Because they had placed blind faith in the sealing array, the Vault hadn’t even bothered with minimal physical locks.
    

    
      The smell of paper and oil wafted strongly from within.
    

    
      The dim interior.
    

    
      The moment I saw the bookshelves faintly visible inside, packed tightly with Secret Tomes, my heart pounded wildly.
    

    
      Bang!
    

    
      The door closed behind me and when the door opened again.
    

    
      In my arms were five Secret Tomes.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      I returned to where the bag was hidden and changed clothes first.
    

    
      I took off the vest and belt, and unlike before, I also removed the leather suit entirely, stuffing everything into the bag.
    

    
      Naturally, the five stolen Secret Tomes went in as well.
    

    
      Then, as I removed the skull mask,
    

    
      “Phew!”
    

    
      The tension I’d been holding back released with a snap. 
    

    
      A tremendous sense of liberation filled the void, followed by an indescribable thrill that made my body tremble.
    

    
      A surge of exhilaration filled my chest. 
    

    
      Proof that my experience points had increased.
    

    
      Normally, I would have indulged in this joy to my heart’s content.
    

    
      But not yet. 
    

    
      The job wasn’t over.
    

    
      I changed back into my original uniform.
    

    
      At the same time, I pulled out my pocket watch to check the time.
    

    
      [10 : 42]
    

    
      The time it took to infiltrate the Vault and get out was a mere seven minutes.
    

    
      Having decided which Secret Tomes to take beforehand saved time, but I still couldn’t let my guard down.
    

    
      A thief’s job isn’t done until safety is absolutely secured.
    

    
      If that’s not the case, it’s not over even when it’s over.
    

    
      I shouldn’t be here.
    

    
      If I had to be somewhere, it should be at the Plaza of Valor or nearby. 
    

    
      Staying here and running into someone would make me a prime suspect.
    

    
      I covered the leather bag with the tarp again and hid it well. 
    

    
      Then I cautiously poked my head out from the pile of bushes.
    

    
      The sounds of battle not far away carried through the air to me.
    

    
      It was the guards and swamp orcs I’d seen before infiltrating the Vault.
    

    
      As expected, they were still fighting. 
    

    
      That was good news for me. 
    

    
      Taking advantage of the moment, I stood up and ran in the opposite direction.
    

    
      When I judged I was far enough from the Vault, I changed direction and ran toward the Plaza of Valor.
    

    
      Along the way, some swamp orcs spotted me and gave chase, but I slipped into a building, darted around, and easily shook them off.
    

    
      Finally, I saw a building resembling a colosseum in the distance.
    

    
      I was in the safe zone.
    

    
      “Phew…”
    

    
      I let out a breath as if the ground had caved in beneath me.
    

    
      I wanted to shout with joy, but I couldn’t express it that way, so it came out as a heavy exhale.
    

    
      The thought that I’d done it made my body and mind feel like they were soaring.
    

    
      The more Visions one possessed, the stronger they were—that was an unchanging truth.
    

    
      That’s because it allowed for diverse choices in combat, catching opponents off guard and enabling varied fighting styles.
    

    
      But that only applied if one condition was met: possessing exceptional combat sense to utilize those Visions appropriately and an extraordinary talent to absorb Visions like a sponge.
    

    
      Yes, talent.
    

    
      Without it, learning Visions one couldn’t even handle was excessive greed—a poison.
    

    
      Swordsmanship if swordsmanship, magic if magic.
    

    
      The reason this continent was steeped in the rigid belief that one should choose a single martial technique suited to them and master only its Visions was exactly that.
    

    
      But that didn’t apply to me.
    

    
      Because I had the trait [Versatile].
    

    
      Swordsmanship, spearmanship, martial arts, magic, summoning—unbound by weapons. 
    

    
      So, if I set my mind to it, I could utilize every Vision in this world.
    

    
      Moreover, those experiences remained vividly in my mind.
    

    
      With this, I could say I’d successfully laid all the groundwork to survive as a thief.
    

    
      Everything was going according to plan.
    

    
      So far, at least.
    

    
      I hoped it would continue that way.
    

    
      But…
    

    
      Uh. I don’t know what to do about this.
    

    
      The moment I stepped into the clearing, the situation unfolding before me was something neither in my plans nor my predictions.
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      A battle was taking place.
    

    
      That wasn’t strange.
    

    
      Battles like this were already happening all over the academy.
    

    
      The problem was the person fighting the swamp orc.
    

    
      It was a face I knew.
    

    
      Yuria.
    

    
      In the rose corridor, where red flowers bloomed vibrantly, connecting the school building and the faculty, she was fighting a swamp orc alone.
    

    
      No, looking closely, there was a young child crying on the grass behind her. 
    

    
      Next to the child, a woman who appeared to be the mother lay collapsed.
    

    
      “Don’t cry. Your big sister will definitely save you.”
    

    
      The scene felt oddly similar to what I’d seen yesterday—surely not just my imagination.
    

    
      Of course, the person she was trying to save now wasn’t a villain disguised as a victim but a genuine weakling in danger.
    

    
      At the same time, I realized.
    

    
      The moment she died was right now.
    

    
      This was definitely an unexpected situation.
    

    
      It was only natural to hesitate about what to do.
    

    
      The simplest option was to let things unfold as they were meant to. 
    

    
      That way, the main story would proceed as I knew it, and no problems would arise for me.
    

    
      But if I saved her, that would be quite a big problem.
    

    
      In other words, the discrepancy caused by the weight of characters in the main story.
    

    
      Yuria was practically the protagonist, part of the same Class of 890 as Ivan.
    

    
      “Yuria’s survival” would inevitably have a significant impact, big or small, on her classmate Ivan, and it was impossible to predict what kind of butterfly effect that would cause in the main story moving forward.
    

    
      I was already running toward “Gerard’s survival.”
    

    
      I didn’t know what variables would unfold or what future I’d have to face and now, Yuria surviving, which wasn’t even in the plan?
    

    
      I couldn’t help but be cautious.
    

    
      While I was deliberating, the battle before me was growing increasingly intense.
    

    
      “Haa!”
    

    
      Clang──!
    

    
      She, a freshly admitted cadet, was fighting a swamp orc on equal footing. 
    

    
      No, she was fearlessly overwhelming the swamp orc, which was twice her size.
    

    
      It was astonishing and also strange.
    

    
      The swamp orc roared and resisted, but it couldn’t reclaim the momentum it had lost. 
    

    
      Her sword was too fast, too flawless.
    

    
      Sparks flew in all directions.
    

    
      The swamp orc’s crude iron sword let out an unsteady cry, as if it would break any moment. 
    

    
      Damn. 
    

    
      It actually snapped in half.
    

    
      Kuek?
    

    
      The swamp orc tilted its head, looking at the iron sword with its head blown off.
    

    
      That was its last moment.
    

    
      Yuria’s longsword pierced the swamp orc’s side without hesitation.
    

    
      From my vantage point, I could clearly see the tip of the sword protruding from the opposite shoulder, having pierced through the swamp orc’s torso. 
    

    
      Blood dripped in a patter.
    

    
      I stood there, mouth agape.
    

    
      “…What?”
    

    
      Why was she winning?
    

    
      No. 
    

    
      This made me look like an idiot for agonizing so seriously until now.
    

    
      Wasn’t she supposed to die here?
    

    
      The swamp orc’s head tilted back. 
    

    
      As Yuria withdrew her sword, the orc’s body immediately collapsed backward.
    

    
      As if she’d never worn a ferocious expression, Yuria turned to the child with a radiant smile.
    

    
      “Look at that. Your big sister won, right?”
    

    
      “Sniff. So it’s dead?”
    

    
      “Yup. It’s fine now. It won’t move anymore.”
    

    
      It was true. 
    

    
      The situation really ended like that.
    

    
      The girl I thought would die didn’t die and instead defeated the swamp orc with skill unbefitting a new cadet.
    

    
      The corridor around us was quiet. 
    

    
      It didn’t seem like more swamp orcs would come rushing in.
    

    
      So it was still strange.
    

    
      If this was the case, when and where would she die?
    

    
      I heightened my senses.
    

    
      From far away, I heard the screams of orcs.
    

    
      I didn’t need to see to picture the situation in my mind.
    

    
      The knights. 
    

    
      The knights sent from the Central Knight Headquarters had finally arrived at the academy.
    

    
      That meant this terrorist attack was now on the verge of dying down. 
    

    
      Like a flame facing a fierce storm. 
    

    
      The swamp orcs had only to be swept away before the irresistible force of the knight order.
    

    
      Then the tutorial was over. 
    

    
      No more crises threatening her life would arise.
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      Was I mistaken?
    

    
      Or had the future already changed?
    

    
      If it had changed, what was the trigger?
    

    
      Could it be because of what happened yesterday?
    

    
      As questions piled upon questions, the child’s anxious voice pierced my ears.
    

    
      “What if more of them come? What do we do then?”
    

    
      “It’s okay. Your big sister goes to this academy. Even if a ton of them come, I’ll beat them all.”
    

    
      “R-Really?”
    

    
      “Yup. By the way, how’s your mom? Should I take a look?”
    

    
      I stood up.
    

    
      The soft conversation snapped my dazed mind awake, as if I’d been doused with ice water.
    

    
      My brow furrowed instinctively.
    

    
      Suddenly, I felt nauseated by myself.
    

    
      Crazy.
    

    
      Really crazy.
    

    
      No matter how much my own life was my priority, and no matter how desperately I was struggling to survive.
    

    
      To weigh a person’s life on a scale, calculating what would be more advantageous, and throwing a fit because the result was off.
    

    
      Wasn’t that the kind of thing emotionless psychopaths did?
    

    
      Had the pressure of my situation driven me momentarily insane?
    

    
      I slapped my head hard and repeated to myself inwardly.
    

    
      Even if the world and my body had changed, I mustn’t lose my core identity.
    

    
      What mattered now was that those three people had survived safely.
    

    
      Yes. 
    

    
      That should be enough.
    

    
      What followed was envy.
    

    
      How did she manage to avoid the death flag?
    

    
      “Lucky her,” I muttered as I turned around.
    

    
      That was when it happened.
    

    
      The air around me froze, and a chill ran down my spine.
    

    
      “W-What…?”
    

    
      Ah.
    

    
      I’d felt this sensation once before.
    

    
      When I stole the Might of the Giant at the Magitech Research Institute. 
    

    
      The trait [Instinct], which foresaw ominous events, had warned me of a third party’s intrusion in this way.
    

    
      So, my head whipped back as if I’d been slapped.
    

    
      The first thing I saw was the boy trembling, staring behind Yuria and where the boy was looking.
    

    
      There stood the swamp orc that had been collapsed moments ago.
    

    
      Its eyes glowed blood-red.
    

    
      It swung its broken iron sword.
    

    
      The target of that sword was Yuria’s slender neck, as she checked on the child’s mother.
    

    
      “It’s okay. Trust your big sister.”
    

    
      Unaware of anything, she gave the child a bright smile to reassure him.
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      The surroundings were filled with chaos.
    

    
      Due to the sudden appearance of swamp orcs, the Entrance Festival had long turned into a pandemonium, with countless citizens screaming and fleeing from the beasts.
    

    
      “Huff! Huff!”
    

    
      The professors instructed the 890th class freshmen to evacuate to a safe location. 
    

    
      She, too, was blindly running toward the designated place.
    

    
      Discovering a mother and child being chased by a swamp orc in that situation was pure coincidence. 
    

    
      What followed was instinctive movement. 
    

    
      Before she even decided to save them, she was already chasing the swamp orc at full speed, and, by sheer luck, she managed to rescue them from danger.
    

    
      Swoosh!
    

    
      She raised her sword, staring directly at the orc in front of her. 
    

    
      Her skin prickled at the beast’s ferocity, and her body was drenched in sweat from the suffocating tension.
    

    
      Fighting a beast wasn’t her first time.
    

    
      During her long life as a wanderer, she had witnessed countless battles and fought in many herself.
    

    
      But the orc before her was a kind she had never seen before.
    

    
      It was larger and seemed far more dangerous.
    

    
      Still, that changed nothing.
    

    
      She had to win.
    

    
      She was here.
    

    
      She unleashed all the strength she had kept hidden.
    

    
      “Haaap!”
    

    
      In the end, her longsword severed the swamp orc’s lifeline.
    

    
      The swamp orc collapsed, bleeding.
    

    
      Thus, she emerged victorious and successfully saved the mother and child.
    

    
      Or so she thought.
    

    
      Until a sharp sound of flesh being torn came from behind her.
    

    
      Splatter!
    

    
      When she hurriedly turned her head, what she saw was a rusty iron sword covered in crusted blood. 
    

    
      The sword trembled, stopping just inches from her nose.
    

    
      Then, it stilled and moved away.
    

    
      Thud!
    

    
      The fallen swamp orc had no head.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Her heart pounded wildly.
    

    
      The thought that, had it been a fraction slower, it would have been her head, not the orc’s, sent a chill down her spine.
    

    
      In truth, her shoulder was injured, but at that moment, she didn’t register it. 
    

    
      The rush of adrenaline left no room to feel pain.
    

    
      She merely stared blankly, raising her eyes to the man who had killed the swamp orc.
    

    
      Their gazes met in the air.
    

    
      “You are…….”
    

    
      ──Snap.
    

    
      And Yuria woke from her dream.
    

    
      “Ah.”
    

    
      Opening her eyes, Yuria ran a hand over her face.
    

    
      Again.
    

    
      It was that dream again.
    

    
      Since that incident a week ago, the dream had visited her every single day without fail, and today was no exception.
    

    
      She let out the words she couldn’t say in the dream as a sigh.
    

    
      “Gerard…….”
    

    
      That infamous name, known to everyone at the Academy.
    

    
      Even she, who wasn’t well-versed in Academy affairs, had heard of it, so his notoriety was truly remarkable.
    

    
      Among her peers, his name was already treated like some kind of legend.
    

    
      He was undeniably real, but it was hard to believe, rationally, that he had committed all those eccentric acts as the rumors claimed.
    

    
      Her first meeting with him naturally came to mind.
    

    
      Looking back now, it could hardly be called a good encounter.
    

    
      ‘Before believing in things that can’t be seen, believe in what’s right in front of your eyes.’
    

    
      Those sharp words were directed not only at the guard captain but at everyone present.
    

    
      Yet, she felt as though they were aimed specifically at her.
    

    
      Especially that cynical expression he wore while looking at her—it was still vivid in her mind.
    

    
      A surge of hot anger welled up inside her. It would be a lie to say she wasn’t upset by his seemingly dismissive attitude.
    

    
      But, attitude aside, she had ended up owing him a debt.
    

    
      If it weren’t for Gerard, her mistaken testimony would have unjustly ruined those men’s lives.
    

    
      “……And this time, too.”
    

    
      Yuria unconsciously touched her right shoulder with her hand.
    

    
      Under the soft silk shirt, she felt the rough texture of bandages.
    

    
      It was the wound she had sustained from the swamp orc’s attack a week ago.
    

    
      That day, too, she had received his help.
    

    
      To be precise, he had saved her life.
    

    
      She knew well that, without him, the swamp orc’s attack wouldn’t have ended with just a shoulder wound.
    

    
      “I’d be dead.”
    

    
      It didn’t matter what kind of person he was.
    

    
      She owed him a great debt. 
    

    
      That was an unchanging fact.
    

    
      After everything was over, she had briefly expressed her gratitude in passing, but it was just that—passing. 
    

    
      He brushed it off nonchalantly and left immediately. 
    

    
      It almost felt like he was avoiding her, which oddly irritated her.
    

    
      Regardless, Yuria kept thinking about Gerard.
    

    
      She wanted to repay him for his help.
    

    
      What could she do to repay him?
    

    
      How could she meet him?
    

    
      ‘I heard it’s harder to meet him at the Academy than to pluck a star from the sky.’
    

    
      Yuria turned her gaze to the window.
    

    
      As if reflecting the gloomy atmosphere spreading across the Empire, a drizzle was falling over the world.
    

    
      Before she knew it, it was eight o’clock.
    

    
      It was time to get up.
    

    
      Leaving the dormitory, the outside air felt oppressively heavy.
    

    
      It was as if all sorts of negative emotions were pressing down on the ground.
    

    
      After the entrance ceremony ended in the worst possible way due to a terrorist attack by an unknown group, the Empire was submerged in immense anger and sorrow.
    

    
      Yuria met up with her peers and headed straight to Icata Cathedral.
    

    
      The joint funeral had concluded, but the chapel was still lighting candles for the victims amidst the pouring rain. 
    

    
      The footsteps of citizens continued unabated even now.
    

    
      Yuria gazed solemnly at each portrait, offering her condolences.
    

    
      After praying, she turned with a bitter expression.
    

    
      “……!”
    

    
      Yuria’s face brightened ever so slightly.
    

    
      The joy of unexpectedly encountering him in such a place and with the thought that this time, she would properly express her gratitude, Yuria immediately approached him.
    

    
      “Ah.”
    

    
      But she had to stop in her tracks.
    

    
      The complex emotions etched on his face.
    

    
      The deep loneliness and intense gloom surrounding him completely blocked anyone from approaching.
    

    
      Thus, Yuria could only watch him from a distance.
    

    
      “What are you doing standing there, Yuria?”
    

    
      “Ah. Rachel.”
    

    
      Someone approached from the side, linking arms with Yuria and clinging to her.
    

    
      It was Rachel, a peer with beautiful blonde hair and a charming mole near her lips.
    

    
      She looked at the man Yuria was watching and her eyes sparkled.
    

    
      “Huh? That guy’s been here the whole time during the funeral. He’s here today, too? Do you know him?”
    

    
      “Yeah. An 888th class senior.”
    

    
      “Really? But why didn’t I know? That’s weird. I’m seeing him for the first time. Did he not come to orientation?”
    

    
      Yuria nodded.
    

    
      “He didn’t come, they say.”
    

    
      “What!? The mysterious vibe I’ve only heard about!? Who is he? What’s his name?”
    

    
      “Gerard.”
    

    
      The excitement sparkling in Rachel’s eyes cooled instantly.
    

    
      It was as if a blazing candle had been snuffed out with a puff.
    

    
      “……What? A guy not even worth paying attention to?”
    

    
      “Huh? What do you mean?”
    

    
      “Oh? Nothing, never mind. Don’t worry about it.”
    

    
      Yuria felt a strange sense of unease watching Rachel, who quickly returned to her bright smile as if nothing had happened. 
    

    
      But recalling the rumors about him, she let it pass.
    

    
      She only mulled over in her mind that he didn’t seem like 
      that
       kind of person.
    

    
      “By the way, about Ivan. Will he be okay? He looked really devastated. Classes start tomorrow, but will he be able to focus on Academy life?”
    

    
      At the mention of Ivan’s name, Yuria pictured the face of a peer who was always smiling.
    

    
      Ivan, with his handsome face, warm eye-smile, and bold yet ever-positive personality, had a knack for making everyone around him smile. 
    

    
      Yuria thought fondly of him, too.
    

    
      But it was possible she might never see his charming eye-smile again.
    

    
      Among the victims of the terrorist attack were Ivan’s family.
    

    
      What must it feel like to lose everything in a single night?
    

    
      What kind of world was he seeing, and what kind of emotional swamp was he floundering in?
    

    
      She couldn’t dare to understand.
    

    
      So, Yuria answered Rachel’s question with a faint sigh.
    

    
      Even on the way back to the Academy, Rachel chattered nonstop.
    

    
      Though they had only known each other for a few days, Rachel seemed exceptionally sociable, treating Yuria as if they had been friends for a decade.
    

    
      Yuria didn’t mind her and responded briefly but consistently.
    

    
      “By the way, Yuria, which senior are you going to apply to be your mentor? Classes got delayed because of the attack, but they start in earnest tomorrow. That means we need to choose our mentors, too! Right?”
    

    
      “Mentor?”
    

    
      “Yeah! Yeah!”
    

    
      Mentor, huh.
    

    
      She vaguely recalled being informed about it during orientation.
    

    
      For one semester, a senior would guide and advise them. 
    

    
      It was said that the senior you were paired with could greatly impact your grades.
    

    
      Conversely, if a mentee’s grades improved significantly, the mentor would receive merit points.
    

    
      Merit points were added to completed credits and were the greatest reward given to cadets who made significant contributions to the Academy.
    

    
      Naturally, they were hard to earn, but if you did, you could even aim for early graduation.
    

    
      It was entirely possible to make up for lacking credits with merit points.
    

    
      ‘Huh? Wait, maybe…….’
    

    
      A sudden idea struck Yuria, and she decided to think deeply about this matter.
    

    
      “I asked the others, and as expected, Senior Asuka is the most popular. The competition seems really fierce.”
    

    
      Asuka Raymond was a senior from the 888th class, beloved by everyone at the Academy.
    

    
      Top of the Martial Arts Department, his skills were exceptional, his stunning appearance drew gasps, and his kind, gentlemanly demeanor earned him the respect of many juniors.
    

    
      ‘Completely the opposite of a certain someone.’
    

    
      The corner of Yuria’s mouth twitched briefly.
    

    
      “So, who are you going to apply for, Yuria?”
    

    
      Yuria thought for a moment before opening her lips.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Long ago, when the Frey Empire was in the midst of its conquest wars.
    

    
      Among the professors, some were fully retired knights or soldiers, but others temporarily took on teaching roles to take a break from active duty.
    

    
      So, when war broke out, it caused a troublesome problem.
    

    
      The professors, being experts in their fields, naturally had to return to their original duties at the Empire’s call, but this left a significant gap at the Academy.
    

    
      There was no one to fill their vacant positions.
    

    
      Thus, born out of necessity, was the ‘Mentor System.’
    

    
      Seniors would take on the role of professors.
    

    
      Of course, due to the vast gap in teaching experience, skill, and real-world expertise, they couldn’t fully perform a professor’s role.
    

    
      But they could sufficiently act as guides, helping their juniors safely follow the path they had walked.
    

    
      In practice, this proved quite effective. 
    

    
      Seniors guided their mentees well, and some even received praise for understanding and advising their juniors better than the professors.
    

    
      This was how the ‘Mentor System’ became an established institution at the Academy.
    

    
      In 
      Heroes of Frey
      , the Mentor System is a recurring element.
    

    
      Given the Academy’s nature, where various characters interact and intertwine, the Mentor System occupies a significant portion of the main storyline, making it a weighty component.
    

    
      Of course, it has absolutely nothing to do with me.
    

    
      The Mentor System is based on the mentee’s unilateral application, and there’s no way any cadet would apply to me.
    

    
      What cadet would choose the Academy’s worst failure as their mentor?
    

    
      Unless they were insane, there’s no way.
    

    
      ……Or so I thought.
    

    
      Summoned to the Student Affairs Office in the morning, I asked in disbelief at the staff member’s words.
    

    
      “Excuse me?”
    

    
      “Someone sent you a mentor application, Gerard.”
    

    
      “Excuse me?”
    

    
      “Someone sent you a mentor application.”
    

    
      “……Excuse me?”
    

    
      “Someone! Sent you, Gerard! A mentor application!”
    

    
      Staring blankly at the red-faced, huffing bespectacled staff member, I scratched my head.
    

    
      And asked again.
    

    
      “Excuse me?”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      The staff member let out a long sigh before continuing.
    

    
      “Right, Gerard. You don’t believe it either, do you? Neither do I. I’m utterly baffled. What kind of crazy freshman would pick you as their mentor? Huh?”
    

    
      “Exactly.”
    

    
      “Curious?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Shall we crack open that freshman’s head and find out?”
    

    
      “You’re joking, right?”
    

    
      “Of course it’s a joke. A joke. Though I really do want to crack open the person standing in front of me.”
    

    
      Is working at Student Affairs that tough?
    

    
      Why is this person so brutal?
    

    
      “Take it easy. You’ve got a scary look on your face.”
    

    
      “It’s because of you, you punk……. Anyway, if you’re curious, ask them yourself. I don’t know anything.”
    

    
      Thud. The staff member tossed an envelope containing the mentor application toward me.
    

    
      I took it and returned to the dormitory.
    

    
      “It’s a mistake, right?”
    

    
      It has to be.
    

    
      No, it’s definitely a mistake. 
    

    
      Judging by that staff member’s clueless expression, they don’t seem like someone who handles work meticulously.
    

    
      Yeah. Who am I at this Academy?
    

    
      Who in their right mind would choose a guy like me as their mentor?
    

    
      Sure, I’ve been working hard to improve my image since the Entrance Festival, but compared to my peers, I’m still the trashiest of trash.
    

    
      There are plenty of other peers with better reputations and grades. 
    

    
      Anyone with a brain would obviously choose them.
    

    
      That’s only logical, natural, and in line with the story’s flow.
    

    
      In the main storyline I know, no one from the 890th class ever chose Gerard as their mentor.
    

    
      “They should do their job properly.”
    

    
      Tch. Clicking my tongue, I tossed the envelope onto the desk.
    

    
      And with that, the mentor application was completely erased from my mind.
    

    
      I turned my gaze to the mirror.
    

    
      Reflected in it was a status window that had completely changed from two months ago.
    

    
      Name: Gerard
    

    
      Age: 30
    

    
      Occupation: Thief / Frey Academy 888th Class Cadet
    

    
      Level: 31
    

    
      Strength: 35
    

    
      Agility: 50
    

    
      Stamina: 33
    

    
      Mental Strength: 37
    

    
      Traits ─ Versatile / Instinct / Endurance / Memory and Understanding / Coolheadedness / Sharp Perception / Gaius’s Insight
    

    
      It was a testament to my efforts over the past two months.
    

    
      Experience points from the Cult’s request, combined with hunting beasts at a known lucrative spot after getting outing permissions.
    

    
      And a week ago, the Vault mission led to significant level-ups.
    

    
      Plus, I achieved the feat of gaining additional permanent stat points through an optimized training routine.
    

    
      It was like wringing every drop of water from dried jerky—I pushed myself to the limit for extreme growth every single day.
    

    
      I’d never do it again, but that made these days all the more satisfying.
    

    
      I moved my body around, striking poses for no reason.
    

    
      This level of growth is enough.
    

    
      Next is the Vision.
    

    
      Yes.
    

    
      Stats are important, but just as crucial is the Vision.
    

    
      Like a skill tree in any typical game’s progression system, it’s the same in 
      Heroes of Frey
      . 
    

    
      Which Vision you learn is a critical factor in determining future growth.
    

    
      On the desk, five Secret Tomes were lined up neatly, catching my eye.
    

    
      Perhaps because of the post-terror cleanup.
    

    
      The Academy still hadn’t realized these Secret Tomes had been stolen.
    

    
      But it’s only a matter of time.
    

    
      On the day when all students select their Visions.
    

    
      The Academy will realize the Secret Tomes are gone, and given the circumstances, they’ll also figure out a thief infiltrated the Academy.
    

    
      Before that happens, I need to secure my own safe infiltration route into the Vault.
    

    
      Anyway, the five Visions I stole are these.
    

    
      From left to right, in order:
    

    
      One Magic, one Martial Art.
    

    
      And three Summoning Arts.
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      Thievery.
    

    
      Its origins trace back to a type of magic rooted in long-lost practical sorcery.
    

    
      Established by the great thief, Ian Gaius, who was both a noble aristocrat and a legendary rogue.
    

    
      A magic of thieves, by thieves, for thieves.
    

    
      The visions I was currently mastering were precisely two thief sword techniques and six low-grade thievery skills.
    

    
      To be exact, the sword techniques were [Shadow Blade] and [Dagger Arts].
    

    
      The thievery skills were [Focused Gaze], [Night Vision], [Disassemble], [Detection], [Lightweight], and [Whisper].
    

    
      Since they were ‘low-grade’ thievery skills, there must naturally be mid-grade and even high-grade thievery skills above them. 
    

    
      But when I asked Luis, he said, regrettably, that these were all the visions left in the guild.
    

    
      How disappointed I was to hear that.
    

    
      The visions of Shadow were remarkably efficient.
    

    
      Having seen and experienced most visions in this world, for me to feel this way meant something. 
    

    
      The anticipation—and frustration—of wondering what kind of efficiency mid-grade thievery skills, higher than these, could offer was unavoidable.
    

    
      Anyway.
    

    
      I set aside my thoughts about the lost thievery skills for later and focused on the visions before me.
    

    
      The list, categorized by type, was as follows:
    

    
      Magic [Telekinesis]
    

    
      Martial Art [Backstep]
    

    
      And three summoning arts: [Contract and Summon], [Phase Shift], and [Subspace].
    

    
      For a week, I poured all my energy into making these mine.
    

    
      I moved my hand to the belt at my waist.
    

    
      A cold, hard sensation touched my fingertips. 
    

    
      With a sharp 
      scrape
      , a dagger was suddenly in my hand.
    

    
      A short blade, about the length of an adult man’s palm. 
    

    
      Its center of gravity was designed for throwing, a typical thief gadget meant solely for that purpose.
    

    
      Naturally, it was custom-made, and for a broke guy like me, it was a small, precious item I had to cherish immensely.
    

    
      Carefully placing that valuable object on the desk, I abruptly closed my eyes and began gathering mana.
    

    
      Wooong…
    

    
      The dagger on the desk trembled side to side.
    

    
      The mana I had previously imbued in the dagger resonated with [Telekinesis], causing this phenomenon.
    

    
      “Good.”
    

    
      I muttered, but honestly, this was just the basic stage.
    

    
      The problem came next.
    

    
      I pictured an image in my mind.
    

    
      I awakened the imbued mana, slowly enveloping the dagger. 
    

    
      In doing so, I brought the 300-gram dagger under my control.
    

    
      I felt its weight. 
    

    
      Though I wasn’t physically holding anything, my right hand felt as if it were gripping the dagger. 
    

    
      It was proof I had complete control over it through my will.
    

    
      And then.
    

    
      Truthfully, even this stage wasn’t particularly difficult.
    

    
      My mental strength stat wasn’t exactly low, and thanks to my [Versatile] trait, I could instinctively handle mana control with ease.
    

    
      I achieved this stage in less than two days after learning [Telekinesis].
    

    
      But I couldn’t progress to the next step.
    

    
      Not even once in a week.
    

    
      I opened my eyes.
    

    
      I saw the dagger spinning in the air right in front of me.
    

    
      When I shifted my gaze, the dagger’s tip followed my eyes, moving as if it were a living creature with its own will.
    

    
      Then, at some point.
    

    
      Shwiiik!
    

    
      It shot.
    

    
      Downward.
    

    
      Like a weak stream of piss, the dagger traced a parabola and fell diagonally to the floor with a 
      thud
      .
    

    
      A sigh escaped my lips.
    

    
      “Damn it.”
    

    
      A failure.
    

    
      As expected, this time too.
    

    
      Picking up the dagger, I sat back in the chair and carefully reviewed what went wrong.
    

    
      It was definitely the weight.
    

    
      Light and small objects all moved according to my will, but the dagger wouldn’t. 
    

    
      Naturally, anything larger than the dagger didn’t even budge.
    

    
      So, in a way, the solution was simple.
    

    
      “Either reduce the weight or increase my magic power.”
    

    
      Reducing the weight wasn’t an option. 
    

    
      That was obvious.
    

    
      That left increasing my magic power, which here referred to the absolute amount of mana a mage could wield and this increased in proportion to one of my stats: mental strength.
    

    
      In other words, to increase my magic power, I needed to level up.
    

    
      “Now that I think about it, [Telekinesis] is a tricky vision to master. Its learning difficulty is on par with high-grade visions.”
    

    
      My mistake was underestimating it.
    

    
      It couldn’t be helped. 
    

    
      In 
      Heroes of Frey
      , [Telekinesis] was considered the lowest of the low-grade visions, one that wasn’t worth learning even with a secret tome.
    

    
      It wasn’t just useless in daily life; the main reason was that it was utterly ineffective in real combat.
    

    
      But now that I tried it myself, I understood why people said that.
    

    
      It wasn’t that it was ‘useless’ in combat.
    

    
      It was that it was impossible to ‘raise its proficiency’ to a level where it could be ‘properly used’ in combat.
    

    
      You were better off spending that time learning other visions. 
    

    
      There were countless better, easier-to-use alternatives to [Telekinesis].
    

    
      I had no objections to this.
    

    
      But for me, there was a reason it 
      had
       to be [Telekinesis].
    

    
      My vision, [Dagger Arts].
    

    
      And a new vision I planned to create by combining it with [Telekinesis].
    

    
      That was my goal.
    

    
      If I could fuse them as I envisioned, I could dominate every battle in the early stages!
    

    
      That was the conclusion I reached.
    

    
      Considering this, level? Mental strength?
    

    
      I just needed to raise them.
    

    
      The fusion of visions and a new combat style utilizing it. 
    

    
      That alone was reason enough to choose [Telekinesis].
    

    
      Mental strength. Ugh, that was the real problem.
    

    
      In truth, it wasn’t just [Telekinesis] that I couldn’t fully utilize due to low mental strength.
    

    
      …One of the summoning visions, [Phase Shift], was also giving me trouble.
    

    
      I abruptly gathered the mana scattered in the air into my hand and chanted a single spell.
    

    
      “Summon.”
    

    
      A gentle breeze blew.
    

    
      Then, with a faint swirl, I felt a small wriggle on my shoulder.
    

    
      Before I knew it, a tiny bird was perched there, staring at me.
    

    
      A low-grade wind spirit, Sylph.
    

    
      Chirrup!
    

    
      Growth wasn’t limited to combat skills.
    

    
      It included operational abilities too.
    

    
      Coldly prioritizing, operational skills were actually more important to me than combat.
    

    
      I was, after all, a thief.
    

    
      I had no idea what kind of missions the cult would assign me in the future. 
    

    
      If I couldn’t properly execute those missions or got caught in the act, there’d be nothing more terrifying. 
    

    
      To prevent that, honing my operational skills was paramount.
    

    
      That was why I chose three summoning arts.
    

    
      To broaden my operational spectrum and to compensate for the shortcomings of low-grade thievery skills.
    

    
      Sylph would act as my eyes and ears during operations.
    

    
      Hmm. A real-world drone, maybe?
    

    
      But this drone was a bit—no, very—special. It could also transport my body.
    

    
      The vision [Phase Shift], which swapped the positions of the summoner and the summoned.
    

    
      As the summoner’s only movement skill, it was typically used for evasion, but I planned to use it in an entirely different way.
    

    
      Infiltration and escape.
    

    
      And the first stage for that was, naturally, the Vault.
    

    
      A week ago, I managed to infiltrate thanks to the special situation caused by the Beast Pouch, but things were different now.
    

    
      The Vault, with its mana field fully operational, was far beyond what I could handle with my current abilities and low-grade thievery skills.
    

    
      That’s why I brought out the three summoning arts.
    

    
      Sylph could fly over the greenery hiding various magical arrays without stepping on them and slip into the Vault through ventilation ducts, not the main entrance, thanks to its tiny body.
    

    
      If I used [Phase Shift] in that state?
    

    
      “Game over.”
    

    
      Hmm. Am I not a genius?
    

    
      To think of incorporating summoning arts into operations. 
    

    
      It might sound self-congratulatory, but I’d say I opened a new horizon in thievery.
    

    
      But even this method was hindered by mental strength.
    

    
      My bond with Sylph wasn’t deep enough.
    

    
      So, the range for [Phase Shift] was short.
    

    
      To increase the range by strengthening our bond, I needed to summon Sylph more often and for longer to build rapport and that, too, depended on mental strength.
    

    
      Higher mental strength meant I could summon Sylph more frequently and for longer.
    

    
      It all came back to needing to level up.
    

    
      “When will the mission come?”
    

    
      The promised week was up, so it was about time for the cult to send a mission.
    

    
      No helping it.
    

    
      Until then, I’d just keep training hard.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      “What’s that? What’s going on?”
    

    
      “What’s up?”
    

    
      “Why’s he here?”
    

    
      When I arrived at the lecture hall, my classmates stared at me with wide eyes, whispering among themselves.
    

    
      This felt familiar.
    

    
      Oh, right. When I joined the safety team!
    

    
      Yeah, it’s similar to that.
    

    
      I realized anew how popular I was.
    

    
      “What? Can’t I come?”
    

    
      Then someone spoke up.
    

    
      A pleasant, melodious voice. 
    

    
      If I were a girl, my heart would’ve skipped a beat from how soft and sweet it was and I knew exactly who this voice belonged to.
    

    
      Asuka Raymond.
    

    
      Top student of the 888th class in the Martial Arts Department. 
    

    
      Perfect in looks, skills, and character. 
    

    
      The epitome of a perfect guy.
    

    
      On top of that, a master of image management, beloved by junior cadets, seniors, peers, and staff alike.
    

    
      The polar opposite of me in every way, he waved at me.
    

    
      “You’re here, Gerard? It’s been a while since we’ve seen you in the lecture hall. I’m really glad.”
    

    
      Bullshit.
    

    
      I gave a curt nod and kept walking.
    

    
      “Wow! Look at that attitude. Still the same, huh?”
    

    
      “What do you expect from that personality?”
    

    
      “Exactly. You’re too patient, Asuka.”
    

    
      Asuka replied, “I’m fine,” with a good-natured smile, looking at me again.
    

    
      Goosebumps prickled my arms.
    

    
      Ugh, I hate it.
    

    
      That fake nice tone and hypocritical smile. 
    

    
      He’s probably cursing me out in his head.
    

    
      He’s the exact type I despise—two-faced to the core.
    

    
      What a jerk.
    

    
      Though, for some reason, his name feels oddly familiar.
    

    
      Better keep my distance. I sat far away.
    

    
      “By the way, Asuka. Did you get any mentor applications from the Student Affairs Office?”
    

    
      “I did.”
    

    
      “Oh! How many? I bet you got a ton.”
    

    
      “Nah, not really.”
    

    
      “How many?”
    

    
      “Hmm. About fifteen?”
    

    
      My classmates gasped in awe.
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Wow… As expected! That’s enough to skip other activities, right?”
    

    
      “Haha. It’s not like that. The max you can take is five mentees anyway.”
    

    
      Hmm. 
    

    
      Speaking of mentors, something came to mind.
    

    
      The glitched application.
    

    
      Did they fix it? Since I haven’t heard anything, they probably handled it.
    

    
      Fifteen, huh.
    

    
      That matched the main storyline I knew. 
    

    
      In it, Asuka had fifteen mentees too.
    

    
      Among them would be the protagonist, Ivan.
    

    
      And his rival, the supporting character, Gwyn Gaiard.
    

    
      “Then who’d she go to?”
    

    
      “She? Who?”
    

    
      “You know, the super pretty freshman. Ugh, what was her name? I can’t remember. She was like a goddess.”
    

    
      Was it because a girl was mentioned?
    

    
      Male cadets scattered around the lecture hall suddenly gathered.
    

    
      “What? A goddess?”
    

    
      “Who is it! Who!”
    

    
      “Oh, I know who you’re talking about! That… Yuria! That’s her, right?”
    

    
      “Ohhh! The one with the black hair!”
    

    
      My ears perked up.
    

    
      A familiar name.
    

    
      “Yeah. She didn’t even seem human. There’s talk she’ll soon be the face of the Academy. She’s no joke.”
    

    
      “What do you think, Asuka?”
    

    
      Asuka, who’d been looking uninterested, tilted his head.
    

    
      “Hm? About what?”
    

    
      “The new freshman, Yuria. What do you think?”
    

    
      “Oh. Hmm. I don’t really know.”
    

    
      “Really? Well, your standards might be different from ours.”
    

    
      “No, that’s not what I mean. I don’t actually know her face. I haven’t memorized all the freshmen’s faces yet.”
    

    
      What a load of crap.
    

    
      He saw her at the pre-enrollment orientation and at the entrance ceremony. 
    

    
      At least twice and he doesn’t know Yuria’s face?
    

    
      What a liar.
    

    
      Pretending to be innocent while managing his image like that is a disease.
    

    
      “Huh? Then you don’t know if Yuria applied to be your mentee?”
    

    
      “Guess not. I only checked the number of applications, not the names or photos.”
    

    
      “Oh, really? Anyone here get a mentor application from Yuria?”
    

    
      A brief silence fell over the room.
    

    
      “What? No one?”
    

    
      “Seems like it. I got two, but they were from other freshmen.”
    

    
      “Then it’s settled.”
    

    
      “It’s Asuka.”
    

    
      “Yeah, Asuka. She’s gotta be one of the fifteen. Man, I’m jealous, Asuka!”
    

    
      I propped my chin, looking bored.
    

    
      So much to be jealous about.
    

    
      Honestly, seeing this, it’s no wonder the 888th class is called the most pathetic in Academy history.
    

    
      No talent.
    

    
      And the few who are talented are surrounded by idiots like these, so it’s no surprise they’re rated the lowest among all classes.
    

    
      Of course, the one who started that rumor was none other than 
      me
      .
    

    
      …Well, I’ve got no defense for that.
    

    
      Soon, the professor entered, and my classmates scattered to their seats.
    

    
      The professor began the lecture with a brief greeting.
    

    
      Until then, I was staring blankly at the podium, when a sudden thought struck me, making my eyes widen.
    

    
      It was a memory that hit me out of nowhere.
    

    
      “Wait. Fifteen…?”
    

    
      Something was off.
    

    
      In the original storyline, Asuka had fifteen mentees.
    

    
      And now, it was still the same.
    

    
      Exactly fifteen.
    

    
      …And that was very, very wrong.
    

    
      Because Yuria was alive now.
    

    
      Because of me.
    

    
      That meant things had diverged from the original storyline.
    

    
      If Yuria had really applied to be Asuka’s mentee?
    

    
      Then it shouldn’t be fifteen—it should be sixteen, right?
    

    
      But Asuka clearly said he got fifteen.
    

    
      And none of the other classmates got an application from Yuria.
    

    
      So where the hell was her mentor application?
    

    
      Did it sink into the ground?
    

    
      Or shoot up into the sky?
    

    
      Or maybe…
    

    
      “…Shit.”
    

    
      Maybe I knew all along.
    

    
      That white envelope I’d tossed to the corner of my desk. 
    

    
      Right now, my mind was filled with thoughts about it.
    

    
      Maybe I just didn’t want to admit it.
    

    
      “…No way.”
    

    
      Honestly, I still felt that way.
    

    
      I’m Gerard, after all.
    

    
      The Academy’s worst trash. 
    

    
      A deadbeat cadet.
    

    
      There’s no way, I told myself, trying to deny it. But why did I keep feeling uneasy, like a fishbone stuck in my throat?
    

    
      And that feeling didn’t go away until the lecture ended.
    

    
      My bad premonition became reality.
    

    
      Buzz buzz—
    

    
      After the lecture, at the main building’s first-floor entrance.
    

    
      My classmates, who’d left the lecture hall before me, were gathered in a crowd, staring at something with curious eyes and murmuring.
    

    
      “That’s her. The one I was talking about.”
    

    
      “She’s stunning up close. But why’s she here? Waiting for someone?”
    

    
      “Who else would she be waiting for? Obvious, right? Oh, look, there he is. Hey! Asuka! Over here!”
    

    
      The crowd spotted Asuka and shouted.
    

    
      The group parted in two.
    

    
      Between them, I saw someone sitting demurely on a bench.
    

    
      Yuria.
    

    
      She looked up, gazing at the man now standing in front of her.
    

    
      “Hi. You’re Yuria, right? Did you come to see me?”
    

    
      Cadet Asuka smiled gently at her.
    

    
      But she wasn’t looking at Asuka. 
    

    
      She stood up from the bench and walked past him.
    

    
      “Why’d you come out so late?”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      I stood there dumbfounded, frowning as she stopped in front of me.
    

    
      Oh.
    

    
      At that moment, the surroundings were…
    

    
      Utterly, maddeningly silent.
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      There’s no reason needed to save a person.
    

    
      Especially when someone is on the verge of death right before your eyes, not just me, but anyone would have moved their body before their mind could catch up.
    

    
      It’s only natural. 
    

    
      Because we’re human. 
    

    
      As a human, there are certain duties one must uphold, and I simply fulfilled mine.
    

    
      Still, I couldn’t help but think about the consequences.
    

    
      A character who was supposed to die had survived. 
    

    
      Moreover, if that character was from the same 890th class as the protagonist, Ivan, I had already anticipated that the future would change.
    

    
      Naturally, I had prepared countermeasures for that.
    

    
      Yes. That’s what I thought.
    

    
      I had definitely come up with several predictions and contingency plans…
    

    
      But this situation? It wasn’t in any of them.
    

    
      This was a completely unforeseen variable.
    

    
      A mentor?
    

    
      She chose 
      me
       as her mentor?
    

    
      Why on earth?
    

    
      Once again, I stole a glance at Yuria’s profile with incredulous eyes.
    

    
      We had slipped away from our peers and were now walking along a pathway.
    

    
      Her face was still impassive, as always.
    

    
      Come to think of it, she always had this expression.
    

    
      This dry demeanor made me feel, the first time I saw her, that she was like an emotionless doll.
    

    
      I’d only seen her smile once. 
    

    
      When she saved that child and mother from the swamp orc.
    

    
      Anyway. Because of that, I couldn’t read her expression at all.
    

    
      I had no idea what she was thinking or what kind of mindset led her to choose me as her mentor.
    

    
      In times like this, asking directly is the fastest way.
    

    
      I stopped at a suitable spot and asked her.
    

    
      “Hey.”
    

    
      As if she’d been waiting, her dark pupils fixed on me.
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Don’t take this the wrong way.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Did you, by any chance, get hit in the head during that fight with the swamp orc?”
    

    
      For a moment, a look of disbelief flickered in her eyes.
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “Then, do you usually take some kind of medication, and you ran out of it?”
    

    
      “I don’t take anything like that.”
    

    
      “Ah! I got it. You’re bored with life, feeling it’s dull, and you want to live recklessly, right? That’s it, isn’t it?”
    

    
      By then, Yuria’s expression had hardened into something icily cold.
    

    
      “Not that either?”
    

    
      “I’m not that kind of crazy person.”
    

    
      “Hmm. That’s weird. Then, could it be that you don’t know who I am?”
    

    
      She shook her head.
    

    
      “That’s not it either.”
    

    
      “Right? I mean, how could you not know…”
    

    
      “Your name is Gerard. You’re taking third-year courses, but due to unprecedented absences and truancy, your graduation is uncertain. You’re the academy’s worst troublemaker. A failure of a cadet who has to retake both first- and second-year courses, the disgrace of the 888th class. Your nicknames include slacker, recluse, ghost, loser…”
    

    
      I stared blankly at Yuria as she rapid-fired my shortcomings like she’d been waiting for the chance.
    

    
      What the hell.
    

    
      Is she challenging me to a duel?
    

    
      “…and food scraps left behind by a beast. Hmm. Shall I list more?”
    

    
      “Uh. There’s more?”
    

    
      “Of course. If you’re curious…”
    

    
      “No, no. That’s enough. I’m full.”
    

    
      Thanks to her, I understood perfectly.
    

    
      My nicknames were far more numerous than I’d realized and she hadn’t chosen me as her mentor on a whim, despite knowing exactly who I was.
    

    
      “I thought you had it written on your palm or something.”
    

    
      Yuria spread both her palms for me to see.
    

    
      Naturally, there was nothing written on them.
    

    
      “You’re just 
      that
       infamous. In a bad way, of course.”
    

    
      “You don’t have to emphasize it so much. Anyway, so you knew all this about me and still chose me as your mentor? On purpose?”
    

    
      “Actually, that’s exactly why I chose you.”
    

    
      Because of that?
    

    
      “I was curious. Whether those rumors and nicknames were true or not.”
    

    
      “…?”
    

    
      “From what I saw, they didn’t seem true at all.”
    

    
      Her response left me momentarily speechless.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Thinking about it, I suppose it makes sense.
    

    
      The version of me she saw was completely different from the rumors.
    

    
      And this outcome was something I had intended. 
    

    
      Volunteering for the safety team, which I didn’t have to do, was all for the sake of improving my image, wasn’t it?
    

    
      Normally, I should be pleased that my intended result was unfolding right before my eyes.
    

    
      But my insides were the opposite of pleased. 
    

    
      It felt like I’d swallowed a pile of sweet potatoes, heavy and stifling.
    

    
      Of course, the situation wasn’t that simple.
    

    
      It’s not just anything.
    

    
      I 
      cannot
       become a mentor.
    

    
      Why? Because a mentor and mentee are supposed to spend most of their day together.
    

    
      Except for lectures, sleep, and meals, almost all their time is spent with their mentees.
    

    
      Sure, it’s not mandatory.
    

    
      But the problem is, it’s the expected norm.
    

    
      If every other mentor does it, and I’m the only one who doesn’t?
    

    
      People will obviously find it strange, won’t they? Especially after I drew all that attention with the recent commotion. 
    

    
      If I act oddly now, that attention will surely turn into suspicion directed at me.
    

    
      Oh, I can hear it.
    

    
      The sound of my future getting tangled up.
    

    
      …Damn it.
    

    
      On top of that, I’m a thief.
    

    
      Starting with meeting Luis, I need to conduct thorough investigations and make flawless plans until I’m certain about a job. 
    

    
      Executing the job itself takes considerable mental and physical effort.
    

    
      But if I become a mentor, I’ll inevitably be restricted in all of this.
    

    
      Just imagining it for a moment is already giving me a splitting headache.
    

    
      I absolutely want to avoid that situation.
    

    
      “Where are we going right now?”
    

    
      “The main building, student affairs office.”
    

    
      “Why there?”
    

    
      “Why else? To reject your mentorship, obviously.”
    

    
      I could feel her staring at me from the side.
    

    
      It’s uncomfortable.
    

    
      But what can I do? That’s my situation. 
    

    
      No matter how much her eyes demand an explanation, I can’t say anything.
    

    
      Still, I can at least offer some comfort.
    

    
      “Sorry, but this is all for your sake.”
    

    
      “….”
    

    
      “You know how important the first semester of your first year is for a new cadet, right? Throwing away this critical period because of a momentary curiosity would be a huge loss for you. You’ll definitely regret it later. Think about it. I’m a really pathetic guy. Trash… what did you call me earlier? Gum chewed up and spat out by a beast?”
    

    
      “Food scraps.”
    

    
      “Right, right. Honestly, I’m worse than that. Ruining one person’s life or holding them back? That’s nothing to me. Do you want to mess up your grades right from the start?”
    

    
      Yuria shook her head.
    

    
      “See? This is all for your…”
    

    
      “Is this really for my sake?”
    

    
      I froze mid-sentence, my breath catching.
    

    
      Yuria had suddenly leaned in close to my face. 
    

    
      The scent at the tip of my nose made every hair on my head stand on end.
    

    
      “…The senior I saw wasn’t pathetic at all.”
    

    
      “N-No, you saw wrong. I’m really the trash the rumors say…”
    

    
      “You said it clearly back then. Before believing in things that can’t be seen, believe in what you 
      can
       see.”
    

    
      My mouth clamped shut.
    

    
      The sharp remark I’d made that day came flying back at me, and for a moment, my mind went blank.
    

    
      Actually, my mind has been blank for a while now.
    

    
      That’s when it happened.
    

    
      Suddenly, Yuria stepped in front of me.
    

    
      She placed her left hand on the hilt of her sword and gently rested her tightly clenched right fist over her chest.
    

    
      Then she bowed her head to me.
    

    
      It was unmistakably the traditional etiquette of an royal knight.
    

    
      A bit clumsy, but her expression was more serious than ever.
    

    
      “Hey. What are you doing, blocking my way?”
    

    
      She straightened up and looked straight at me.
    

    
      “A thank you.”
    

    
      “Thanks? For what?”
    

    
      “For correcting my mistake and for saving my life.”
    

    
      “No, I told you back then. To me, it was just the natural thing to…”
    

    
      I hurriedly shut my mouth.
    

    
      Yuria was smiling at me.
    

    
      The same bright smile I’d seen when she comforted that child.
    

    
      “That’s exactly it. Proof that you’re different from the rumors.”
    

    
      “….”
    

    
      “This conversation just confirmed it. You’ll be an absolutely perfect mentor for me.”
    

    
      She spoke with a tone firmer than ever.
    

    
      Whoosh!
    

    
      At that moment, I saw it.
    

    
      A golden aura rising around her.
    

    
      What was that?
    

    
      Magic?
    

    
      Or an illusion?
    

    
      The aura vanished immediately, but I stood rooted to the spot, caught in the lingering aftereffect.
    

    
      “Senior! Senior? Are you okay?”
    

    
      “Huh? Yeah.”
    

    
      “You suddenly went quiet. Is something wrong?”
    

    
      “It’s nothing.”
    

    
      I quickly shook my head to snap back to reality.
    

    
      It must have been my imagination. 
    

    
      Yeah, I’d never seen or heard of such a phenomenon while playing 
      Heroes of Frey
      .
    

    
      “Ahem. Anyway, no matter what, my mind’s made up.”
    

    
      As I pushed past her to move forward, Yuria surprisingly stepped aside without resistance. 
    

    
      Instead, she leaned in and muttered.
    

    
      “I heard mentorship rejections require a special reason…”
    

    
      Oh, look at her. She knows that too?
    

    
      But it doesn’t matter.
    

    
      I 
      do
       have a special reason.
    

    
      “I have one.”
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      “Slacker, recluse, ghost, loser, gum chewed by a beast…”
    

    
      “Food scraps.”
    

    
      “Right. Food scraps, the disgrace of the 888th class…”
    

    
      “So what are you trying to say?”
    

    
      “I’m listing the reasons.”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “My very existence is the special reason.”
    

    
      Yuria’s lips sealed shut, as if she hadn’t thought that far.
    

    
      Exactly. My existence itself is the reason for rejection.
    

    
      Everyone knows I’m not cut out to be a mentor.
    

    
      Just like the intense reactions from the student affairs staff and that bespectacled employee, if I request a rejection, it’ll be approved instantly, special reason or not.
    

    
      Even if it’s not accepted, it doesn’t really matter.
    

    
      The head of student affairs is none other than Professor Baron Tesda.
    

    
      Thanks to the entrance festival incident, he has a favorable impression of me, so if I make up some excuse and ask, he’ll probably grant it. 
    

    
      That’s why you’ve got to build good karma.
    

    
      “Then you’re just going to go through life alone forever?”
    

    
      Yuria, who had been following me, stopped in her tracks.
    

    
      “Are you going to do everything by yourself forever? Don’t you want to change? That’s why you joined the festival safety team and helped people, right? Or am I wrong?”
    

    
      A bolt of lightning struck my mind.
    

    
      It felt like I’d been reminded of something important I’d forgotten.
    

    
      At the same time, the countless endings of 
      Heroes of Frey
       flashed through my head.
    

    
      Looking back, I hadn’t been able to see all those endings on my own.
    

    
      To reach those endings, to stand against a formidable enemy like the Beltus Cult, I desperately needed the strength of allies and a faction.
    

    
      Right now, my affiliation is Shadow.
    

    
      And…
    

    
      ‘Shadow’s current situation is the worst.’
    

    
      My faction, my team.
    

    
      Trustworthy comrades and allies—a faction—were absolutely necessary for me.
    

    
      Of course, I know Yuria didn’t mean it in that sense.
    

    
      But I found myself looking at her with fresh eyes.
    

    
      ‘What if it’s her?’
    

    
      She wants to help me and needs my help in return.
    

    
      Her skills?
    

    
      I’d need to investigate further, but recalling how she overwhelmed the swamp orc, her potential doesn’t seem bad.
    

    
      “This time, I’ll help you, senior. So you can graduate smoothly like everyone else. In return, please help me too.”
    

    
      A comrade to stay with until the end.
    

    
      Isn’t a trustworthy person like this harder to find than any item or artifact?
    

    
      And when you think about it, this situation ultimately stems from image improvement. 
    

    
      In other words, it’s a manifestation of survival.
    

    
      If that’s the case, this is the answer.
    

    
      This is the right change, the correct path for me.
    

    
      Of course, I’ll have less time to focus on my operations afterward.
    

    
      But I’ll accept it. 
    

    
      In the long run, the benefits I’ll gain are incomparable.
    

    
      As Yuria said, considering my reputation within the academy and my future prospects, it’s not all downsides—there are advantages too.
    

    
      Sure, struggling to improve my image alone is less effective than working with someone.
    

    
      If I train Yuria properly and boost her grades significantly, my reputation will rise along with it.
    

    
      Since I’ve already drawn a ton of attention from the start, the stage is practically set.
    

    
      I mentally ran the calculations, and somehow, the pros outweighed the cons.
    

    
      The conclusion was clear.
    

    
      Alright.
    

    
      Let’s train her properly.
    

    
      As my right-hand person.
    

    
      I’ll just have to sleep a little less, that’s all.
    

    
      Having made my decision, I asked about the most important thing for understanding a character: their purpose.
    

    
      “What’s your dream?”
    

    
      It was a bit of an abrupt question, but Yuria answered immediately.
    

    
      “I don’t have one.”
    

    
      “No dream?”
    

    
      “Nope.”
    

    
      For a moment, my thoughts froze.
    

    
      Every character in 
      Heroes of Frey
       has their own purpose. 
    

    
      Whether they’re a supporting character or a one-off, they never deviate from this rule.
    

    
      But she says she doesn’t have one. 
    

    
      She said it so confidently I thought I misheard.
    

    
      “Then why did you enroll in the academy?”
    

    
      “They said they’d provide a place to stay.”
    

    
      “….”
    

    
      She’s got a knack for leaving me speechless.
    

    
      So, she heard that all admitted students get dorms, took the entrance exam, and somehow passed?
    

    
      “What about food?”
    

    
      “I’ve got some money saved up, so I’m fine. It’s not much, though.”
    

    
      “…Alright.”
    

    
      She’s got no plan.
    

    
      But in a way, this might be better.
    

    
      If she’s a blank slate with no purpose, it’ll be easier to mold her.
    

    
      If she had some lofty goal like achieving justice or saving the world, that’d be a hassle in its own way.
    

    
      Satisfied, I turned around.
    

    
      “This isn’t the way to the main building.”
    

    
      “We’re not going there. We’re going somewhere quiet.”
    

    
      “Huh? Then…”
    

    
      Yuria’s expression brightened.
    

    
      I think I’m starting to read her a little now.
    

    
      “You’re going to be my mentor?”
    

    
      “Well, for now.”
    

    
      “For now?”
    

    
      “Yeah. First, let’s see what you’ve got.”
    

    
      At an empty clearing, I unfastened the scabbard from my waist.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      A short while later.
    

    
      Yuria, panting heavily, collapsed onto the grass. 
    

    
      She clutched her shoulder with a pained expression.
    

    
      “Huff. Hah. That’s unfair.”
    

    
      I wagged my index finger in front of her face.
    

    
      “No, no. Targeting your opponent’s weakness is the basics of combat.”
    

    
      Yuria’s ears and neck flushed red. 
    

    
      Dirt and pebbles slipped through her fingers.
    

    
      She was absolutely furious.
    

    
      I stared at her for a moment before quickly turning away. 
    

    
      If I teased her any more, I’d probably get a face full of dirt.
    

    
      “Don’t go. I’m not done yet.”
    

    
      “Nah, I’ve seen enough to gauge your level.”
    

    
      “I’ve still got more to show.”
    

    
      “Deal with that busted shoulder wound first.”
    

    
      Her blue shirt was now stained red with sweat and blood seeping from her shoulder wound.
    

    
      The injury she’d sustained from the swamp orc’s attack had reopened due to intense movement and the relentless strikes from my scabbard.
    

    
      “I’m really fine…”
    

    
      “That’s enough.”
    

    
      I leaned against a nearby tree stump and sat down.
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      Honestly, this was a surprise. I didn’t expect this.
    

    
      Her swordsmanship.
    

    
      Contrary to my expectations, there were quite a few areas that needed work.
    

    
      Her overall skill was clean.
    

    
      Her swordsmanship seemed to consist of commoner-accessible traditional techniques and the first half of royal swordsmanship, the foundation of all sword arts.
    

    
      Her understanding was excellent. 
    

    
      Especially her flexible movements, which made great use of a woman’s physical traits, were impressive.
    

    
      But that was it.
    

    
      The skill that had overwhelmed the swamp orc.
    

    
      The strength and speed she’d displayed back then, which no ordinary new cadet could have, were completely absent this time.
    

    
      And that’s not the only strange thing.
    

    
      With the skill she showed that day, she should have passed the entrance exam with top marks, earning everyone’s expectations from the entrance ceremony onward.
    

    
      But I heard her entrance ranking was 32nd out of 50.
    

    
      That’s not top-tier—it’s mid-to-low.
    

    
      The skill she just showed was about that level too.
    

    
      What’s going on here?
    

    
      I fell into deep thought, watching her stretch and loosen up in the distance.
    

    
      There are two possibilities to consider.
    

    
      The first is that she possesses an artifact with conditional special abilities.
    

    
      And the second is…
    

    
      “…She’s hiding her strength for some reason.”
    

    
      Just like the Gerard I possessed before.
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      That day, the swamp orc that attacked Yuria wasn’t an ordinary one.
    

    
      Despite sustaining wounds severe enough to kill, it stood back up as if nothing had happened.
    

    
      Moreover, it displayed even greater strength than before it fell, with red glowing eyes and an emanating aura.
    

    
      These were the hallmark signs of the abnormal status [Berserk].
    

    
      Two days before the terrorist attack, I had delivered an artifact capable of inducing this [Berserk] state to the Beltus Cult.
    

    
      Yes, that’s right. The ‘Might of the Giant.’
    

    
      Suddenly, memories of playing 
      Heroes of Frey
       came to mind.
    

    
      While playing the game, you’d encounter various beasts. 
    

    
      Among them were a few rare variants with unique abilities.
    

    
      I don’t recall ever questioning, “Why? How did they become variants?” back then.
    

    
      Anyone would feel the same. 
    

    
      Who plays a game while questioning every detail? 
    

    
      You just assume they’re monsters with a slightly stronger setting and keep playing.
    

    
      But here, I came face-to-face with the truth behind something the main story never revealed.
    

    
      Experimental subjects infused with the special abilities of artifacts.
    

    
      That was the origin of these variants.
    

    
      Of course, with only one sample—the swamp orc—it’s still just a hypothesis, but I was almost certain. 
    

    
      The Beltus Cult was more than capable of such things.
    

    
      Anyway.
    

    
      Considering this, one could say I bore some responsibility for Yuria’s near-death experience. 
    

    
      After all, I was the one who delivered the ‘Might of the Giant.’
    

    
      A mix of guilt and relief lingered in a corner of my heart.
    

    
      “What are you thinking about?”
    

    
      Having checked her wounds, Yuria crouched beside me.
    

    
      “You feeling okay?”
    

    
      “Yes. Actually, I’m in great condition. My body’s warmed up, and this time, I think I can show you my true skills.”
    

    
      “Again with that? I told you, I’ve already gauged your abilities.”
    

    
      I chuckled and looked at Yuria.
    

    
      She was digging a hole in the ground with a small twig, looking slightly sulky with her lips pursed… or maybe not. 
    

    
      Hard to tell.
    

    
      “So? What’s your evaluation of me? Did I meet your expectations? Or exceed them?”
    

    
      “Not at all. Below expectations.”
    

    
      Her lips tightened ever so slightly.
    

    
      Yup, definitely sulking.
    

    
      Thanks to my sharp perception, I was starting to read her expressions a bit better.
    

    
      Then, Yuria suddenly stood up.
    

    
      “What? Why’re you standing? I said we’re not sparring again.”
    

    
      “I’m leaving.”
    

    
      “Hey, sit down! I’m not done talking.”
    

    
      There was still one thing I needed to confirm.
    

    
      “Hey, you.”
    

    
      I spoke in a low tone, dragging out my words for a moment.
    

    
      To make it clear this was a 
      super
       important topic.
    

    
      Then I continued.
    

    
      “Why didn’t you use that strength during our spar just now?”
    

    
      I could feel Yuria’s body stiffen as if struck by lightning.
    

    
      It was the first time I’d seen her, usually so stoic, react with such agitation, and it threw me off.
    

    
      I was just probing, but this reaction? Doesn’t this practically confirm it?
    

    
      “What? Strength?”
    

    
      But her words were the complete opposite.
    

    
      “I know everything.”
    

    
      “I don’t understand what you’re talking about, senior.”
    

    
      Man, she’s a terrible liar.
    

    
      How can someone be this bad at it?
    

    
      “Speak properly.”
    

    
      “No, really, I…”
    

    
      “I saw you fight the swamp orc. From start to finish. Compared to that, your performance in our spar was less than half your real ability. Am I wrong?”
    

    
      “…You saw. What a shame.”
    

    
      Did she really think she could fool me with that shoddy acting?
    

    
      “Why didn’t you use it? Is there a reason you have to hide it? Or were you planning to use it if we sparred again?”
    

    
      At first, I thought she might be connected to the Beltus Cult, like me.
    

    
      But I quickly dismissed that idea.
    

    
      If she were linked to the cult, she wouldn’t have nearly died to the swamp orc in the first place. 
    

    
      Plus, her desire to protect that mother and child was genuine.
    

    
      That leaves only one possibility: the special ability of an artifact.
    

    
      I focused on the light armor she wore that day. 
    

    
      Considering she was in a casual shirt today, not armor, my suspicion grew stronger.
    

    
      “I’m asking because I already know, so just tell me. As your mentor, I have the right to understand every detail about you.”
    

    
      “Every detail?”
    

    
      “Uh? I mean, um, what I’m saying is, as your mentor, I need to know you well to provide the right guidance and solutions.”
    

    
      “I understand.”
    

    
      Thankfully, Yuria seemed to take my words the right way.
    

    
      Blinking her dark eyes a few times, she spoke up.
    

    
      “What I used that day was magic.”
    

    
      “I knew it! I figured it was an artifact…”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “…I mean, magic?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      I widened my eyes, staring at her as she nodded.
    

    
      Magic?
    

    
      So, not an artifact’s special ability, but 
      magic
      ?
    

    
      My gaze instinctively dropped to the sword at her waist.
    

    
      Then I looked back up, staring blankly at her face.
    

    
      “You’re a magic swordsman?”
    

    
      Yuria bit her lower lip without answering.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Magic swordsman.
    

    
      They are outcasts in this world.
    

    
      Why? Because they combine swordsmanship and magic, two visions that directly contradict the inherent values and traditions of each.
    

    
      To swordsmen, who take immense pride in their vision of swordsmanship, magic is nothing more than a cheap trick.
    

    
      The reverse is true as well.
    

    
      This is why the Central Knights, the premier organization for swordsmen, and the Special Magic Corps, the top organization for mages, are on bad terms.
    

    
      But beyond these societal issues, there’s a practical reason swordsmanship and magic cannot coexist in one body.
    

    
      It’s due to the ‘specificity of mana.’
    

    
      Mana cannot be forced.
    

    
      It cannot be directed, drawn out, or concentrated.
    

    
      That’s why mages meditate to create a ‘mana circuit’ within their bodies.
    

    
      By forming a mana circuit, they act as a conduit to nature, sharing mana to cast magic. That’s the mages’ method.
    

    
      Swordsmen, of course, use mana too.
    

    
      They gather mana in their bodies to enhance their physique or wield superhuman strength.
    

    
      But, as mentioned, mana cannot be concentrated in one place.
    

    
      Hence, the ‘aura training method’ was developed.
    

    
      Physical fighters convert mana into aura through this method, storing it in their bodies for use.
    

    
      In other words, the two visions, with entirely different resources and mechanisms, cannot coexist in one body.
    

    
      That’s the accepted theory.
    

    
      But sometimes, the world sees inexplicable phenomena that defy the laws of nature.
    

    
      There’s one person in this world who has overcome these practical issues and societal prejudices with monstrous skill: a magic swordsman.
    

    
      His name is Sigaro Isaac.
    

    
      A legendary figure who rose from a common soldier to the Royal Knights, the empire’s most elite martial organization.
    

    
      Gifted with extraordinary talent in both swordsmanship and magic, he is the only officially recognized magic swordsman in the Frey Empire.
    

    
      All others are treated as riffraff or thieves—that’s the world’s view of magic swordsmen.
    

    
      And this girl in front of me, who’s already skilled in swordsmanship, claims to have learned magic too?
    

    
      An irregular like Sigaro Isaac, defying the world’s laws?
    

    
      I stared at her in disbelief, and Yuria averted her eyes as she spoke.
    

    
      “It doesn’t matter. I won’t use it anymore.”
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “Because this is the academy.”
    

    
      What’s that supposed to mean?
    

    
      Well, using magic here would instantly earn her a bad reputation, so it’s a reasonable thought.
    

    
      Plus, Yuria has talent in swordsmanship. 
    

    
      She’s aware of it herself.
    

    
      It seems she views magic as a shackle that could hinder her growth.
    

    
      All perfectly normal reactions.
    

    
      “….”
    

    
      But why?
    

    
      Suddenly, I felt like I was missing something crucial.
    

    
      What was it?
    

    
      Racking my brain, I finally pinpointed what I’d overlooked.
    

    
      It was a single scene.
    

    
      Yuria fighting the swamp orc to protect the mother and child.
    

    
      In that scene, I had missed one critical fact.
    

    
      How could I have overlooked this?
    

    
      My expression must have been serious, because Yuria looked at me with a questioning gaze.
    

    
      “What’s wrong?”
    

    
      Ignoring her, I continued my thoughts.
    

    
      Yuria, enhancing her body with magic, overwhelming the swamp orc with incredible sword speed.
    

    
      The key point is this part.
    

    
      The fact that she ‘used magic.’
    

    
      Let’s recall the situation.
    

    
      At that time, the surrounding mana field was frozen due to the aftermath of the beast pouch, a vicious terrorist weapon.
    

    
      Using magic in such conditions is something even decent mana control couldn’t achieve.
    

    
      Unless you’re a high-level mage with exceptional mental fortitude, you’d suffer from mana backlash, or worse, become crippled. 
    

    
      In fact, several of my peers in the psychology department and some juniors from the 889th class were injured by mana backlash that day.
    

    
      But Yuria? Did she suffer any damage?
    

    
      No. She defeated the swamp orc handily.
    

    
      What does this imply?
    

    
      Finishing my thoughts, I locked eyes with Yuria.
    

    
      Perhaps my intense gaze made her uncomfortable, because she slightly turned her head away.
    

    
      I didn’t care. 
    

    
      My mind was already intoxicated by the conclusion I’d reached.
    

    
      Unparalleled mana control and talent with the sword.
    

    
      A person with all the qualities to become a magic swordsman is standing right in front of me.
    

    
      “Hey, you.”
    

    
      Swallowing hard, I spoke in the most serious tone.
    

    
      “Let’s properly learn magic.”
    

    
      “No way.”
    

    
      I scratched my cheek.
    

    
      “That’s firm.”
    

    
      Firm as a pumpkin.
    

    
      “….”
    

    
      Okay! Fair enough.
    

    
      I got too excited and pushed too hard.
    

    
      Slowly.
    

    
      Let’s persuade her bit by bit.
    

    
      “Just so there’s no misunderstanding, I don’t think negatively of magic swordsmen. Actually, I think highly of them.”
    

    
      Yuria’s dark eyes stared at me intently.
    

    
      As if checking if I was sincere.
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “Because a magic swordsman is stronger than a swordsman or a mage. It’s a perfect position that compensates for the weaknesses of both visions, excelling in both offense and defense. Take Sir Sigaro of the Royal Knights, for example. Even other Royal Knights hesitate to face his sword, infused with magic.”
    

    
      Of course, that’s because Sigaro is a monster, but still.
    

    
      “I see that kind of potential in you. I know, you don’t believe me. But hear me out. Everyone has a different affinity for mana, right? It’s critical for wielding magic. Some people have to strain their brains to barely cast a spell, while others do it as naturally as breathing.”
    

    
      “….”
    

    
      “And you’re like that, aren’t you? That’s proof you have talent for magic…”
    

    
      I glanced at Yuria while passionately explaining.
    

    
      At some point, she’d pulled out an oilcloth and was wiping her sword.
    

    
      Her expression showed zero interest. 
    

    
      My words were going in one ear and out the other, like some high-pass filter.
    

    
      …Like a dog barking.
    

    
      Fine. I’ll bark more.
    

    
      I kept barking for a while before returning to the dorm.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      My eyes fell on the mentor application form tossed on my desk.
    

    
      I sat down and opened it.
    

    
      Entrance rank: 32nd. Specialty: swordsmanship. Yuria’s basic personal details were listed.
    

    
      Naturally, there wasn’t a single mention of magic or anything related.
    

    
      “Who taught her?”
    

    
      I knew roughly how Yuria learned her swordsmanship.
    

    
      She said she grew up in a mercenary band from a young age. 
    

    
      It was an environment where she naturally picked up swordsmanship.
    

    
      But magic?
    

    
      Unlike swordsmanship, which can be self-taught with money and effort, magic cannot be learned alone.
    

    
      From sensing mana to opening mana circuits to forming spells—none of it can be done solo.
    

    
      Regardless of talent, magic is a discipline that requires at least a mentor to point you in the right direction at the start.
    

    
      That’s why cadets typically receive early education from their family or a school. 
    

    
      In contrast, Yuria’s application listed no such affiliations.
    

    
      “Did she learn this in the mercenary band too?”
    

    
      …But a mercenary band with a mage would have to be massive. 
    

    
      If she grew up in a band like that, she wouldn’t have ended up a wanderer drifting into the academy.
    

    
      “It’s not critical right now, so I’ll put it on hold.”
    

    
      I roughly folded the application and stuffed it in a drawer.
    

    
      I haven’t given up.
    

    
      Since I chose her as my right-hand person, I plan to do my best to help her grow. 
    

    
      Even after the mentorship ends. 
    

    
      It’s partly because I want to help her, but I also have my own reasons.
    

    
      What Yuria needs right now is confidence.
    

    
      Confidence that she truly has talent for magic.
    

    
      And belief that she can pursue both swordsmanship and magic.
    

    
      But she has to realize this herself.
    

    
      No matter how much I try to persuade her, like I did earlier, it’s useless if she doesn’t accept it. 
    

    
      Plus, I’m a martial arts major specializing in swordsmanship, completely unrelated to magic.
    

    
      “Hmm. Now that I think about it, it’s only natural it sounded like nonsense.”
    

    
      But the time will come.
    

    
      This is the academy, where prodigies fiercely compete.
    

    
      That environment will surely ignite her desire to grow stronger, and that will lead her to reconsider magic.
    

    
      And when that time comes, she’ll bring it up herself.
    

    
      Pushing her forcefully will only backfire, like earlier, breeding resentment. 
    

    
      I just need to do my part and patiently wait for her to speak up.
    

    
      I checked my lecture schedule.
    

    
      A suffocating timetable packed with first- and second-year courses stared back at me.
    

    
      All thanks to the mess Gerard left behind. 
    

    
      Ugh, I can only sigh.
    

    
      When I think about juggling extracurricular activities and mentorship on top of this…
    

    
      Well, maybe overwork will be the death of me in this life.
    

    
      “Cleaning up a mess I don’t even remember making.”
    

    
      I chuckled and prepared for tomorrow’s lectures.
    

    
      The next day.
    

    
      As usual, I woke up at dawn and started the day with a jog.
    

    
      Under the shade of a large old tree, I sat on a bench to rest when I heard a rustle nearby.
    

    
      Glancing over, I saw a note on the bench that hadn’t been there before. 
    

    
      In the distance, I spotted Luis, disguised as a janitor, walking away.
    

    
      Three words immediately popped into my head.
    

    
      Here. It. Comes.
    

    
      The moment had arrived.
    

    
      I casually slipped the note into my sleeve, returned to the dorm, and checked the request inside.
    

    

  
    Chapter 12: Chapter 12

    
      Chapter 12: Is This a Crisis or an Opportunity? (1)
    

    
      The note contained a few brief sentences.
    

    
      ‘Collect the undetonated Beast Pouch.’
    

    
      ‘Quantity: one. Location: the forest on the eastern outskirts of the Academy.’
    

    
      ‘Deadline: two days.’
    

    
      That was it.
    

    
      I sank into thought quietly.
    

    
      “Hm. A Beast Pouch, huh.”
    

    
      The Beast Pouch was a critical terror weapon deployed for the first time during the attack a week ago, plunging the Academy into chaos—a decisive strike prepared by the Beltus Cult to target the Academy.
    

    
      It caused primary damage by unleashing beasts outward, followed by secondary damage through a Mana Freeze triggered by the ensuing shockwave, completely neutralizing mages below a certain skill level and the results were staggering.
    

    
      It dragged the prestige of the supposedly impregnable sanctuary, which allowed neither incidents nor enemy intrusions, into the dirt and shattered the pride of the empire, the continent’s strongest nation, in half.
    

    
      To grasp how significant this was, even considering the Academy was open due to the special circumstances of the Entrance Festival, the Academy is universally recognized as the continent’s premier magitech facility.
    

    
      Those who manage it are renowned mages respected everywhere, and the Academy’s security force is an elite group handpicked from the capital’s defense unit.
    

    
      What about the staff?
    

    
      From professors to assistants, even the cadets attending the Academy—excluding freshly enrolled newbies—are all formidable individuals, each one hard to underestimate.
    

    
      Yet a single weapon shattered that collective.
    

    
      Of course, the intervention of the Central Knights prevented the situation from escalating further and brought it to a close.
    

    
      But no one is unaware of the invisible cracks that have formed. 
    

    
      Just step outside, and you’ll see public sentiment hitting rock bottom, with an unprecedented unease settling within the empire.
    

    
      The empire’s failure to identify the enemy or determine what weapon was used only adds fuel to the fire.
    

    
      In short, the situation is steeped in defeat.
    

    
      If similar attacks were to occur multiple times in this state? 
    

    
      The empire could collapse from within, self-destructing.
    

    
      And that’s precisely the Beltus Cult’s aim.
    

    
      Naturally, a single undetonated Beast Pouch left behind is bound to be a source of concern for the cult, which seeks to exploit this.
    

    
      The Beast Pouch still holds significant utility as a weapon. 
    

    
      If it falls into the Academy’s hands, countermeasures will be developed, and the cult wants to prevent that.
    

    
      This is the background behind why, despite the sensitive timing, I was tasked with retrieving the Beast Pouch.
    

    
      Beyond the brief mission details, the note also included a drawing.
    

    
      It depicted a red, round object resembling a plant’s fruit—unmistakably the cult’s Beast Pouch.
    

    
      The estimated location was the forest on the eastern outskirts.
    

    
      Coincidentally, that’s where my first-period class is held.
    

    
      “Huh? Wait a second.”
    

    
      Now that I think about it, isn’t the eastern outskirts forest the setting for the ‘Remnants of Terror’ event?
    

    
      The ‘Remnants of Terror’ is the first event in Chapter 1, following the tutorial.
    

    
      During class, swamp orcs suddenly appear, attacking the cadets, and the event revolves around annihilating them. 
    

    
      I’m starting to piece together where those creatures came from.
    

    
      “So, the undetonated Beast Pouch went off.”
    

    
      I didn’t know.
    

    
      But why did it go off? 
    

    
      Did it just detonate on its own?
    

    
      Tapping the desk, I sink into thought.
    

    
      “Hm.”
    

    
      Honestly, retrieving the Beast Pouch isn’t that difficult.
    

    
      Since my first-period lecture is there anyway, I could arrive early, scout the area, and find it without much trouble.
    

    
      But after retrieving it, do I really have to hand it over to the cult? 
    

    
      That’s something worth thinking about.
    

    
      After all, I’m in a situation where I desperately need the Academy’s trust.
    

    
      I want to shed the label of a deadbeat cadet as soon as possible, and there’s no better tool for that than this Beast Pouch.
    

    
      In a way, it’s a golden opportunity.
    

    
      If I deliver it to the Academy instead of the cult, I could earn significant trust.
    

    
      “But in exchange, I’d lose all the trust I’ve painstakingly built with the cult through missions.”
    

    
      Each option has its pros and cons.
    

    
      What takes priority?
    

    
      And what’s more beneficial for me?
    

    
      Weighing the options internally, I leave the dormitory.
    

    
      I decide that, for now, retrieving the Beast Pouch comes first. 
    

    
      I can deliberate after securing it—there’s no rush.
    

    
      But as the saying goes, things in this world never go as planned.
    

    
      I had just arrived at the eastern outskirts forest and begun searching the area.
    

    
      That’s when someone completely unexpected appeared from behind.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      “Oh my. Who’s that over there?”
    

    
      An unexpected intruder.
    

    
      But the moment I saw her, I had to bow my head in greeting.
    

    
      The intruder was none other than Ilai Dain, the professor teaching ‘Herbology.’
    

    
      “Gerard, Class of 888.”
    

    
      “Oh? Gerard, as in…”
    

    
      Her eyes narrow slightly.
    

    
      “I saw your name on the roster and wondered, but you actually showed up? Retaking the course?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Wow.”
    

    
      She scans me with curious eyes.
    

    
      I hope the faint glimmer of interest and expectation in her gaze is just my imagination.
    

    
      I quickly recall what I know about her.
    

    
      Ilai Dain.
    

    
      Thirty years old, the same age as me. 
    

    
      Her specialties are holy magic and healing arts.
    

    
      Holy magic is a special power wielded only by clerics who serve the divine, and her mastery of it is so extraordinary that her status in the empire rivals that of any knight.
    

    
      She earned her professor title last year, but today marks her first actual lecture. 
    

    
      In other words, like the cadets of the Class of 890, she’s a rookie professor giving her first class.
    

    
      That’s why she’s brimming with enthusiasm.
    

    
      In the early main story, her vibrant personality played a significant role in helping Ivan, who was struggling with the grief and depression of losing his family, regain his strength. 
    

    
      It’s probably the same here.
    

    
      “But what are you doing here? There’s still an hour until the lecture starts.”
    

    
      Honestly, that’s what I want to ask.
    

    
      There’s an hour until the lecture—why are you here so early?
    

    
      “I woke up early with nothing to do, so I came for a walk.”
    

    
      “Really? That’s odd. From behind, it looked like you were searching for something intently.”
    

    
      For a moment, I nearly froze, but thanks to my trait [Coolheadedness], I managed to maintain a poker face.
    

    
      “You must’ve seen wrong.”
    

    
      “Hm. Really?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      What’s this?
    

    
      It doesn’t seem like she knows something and is probing.
    

    
      Is it a woman’s intuition? 
    

    
      Or just an innocent question?
    

    
      Either way, sticking around with her doesn’t seem like it’ll do me any good.
    

    
      But leaving abruptly would look even stranger. 
    

    
      For now, I’ll ask a casual question and slip away at the right moment.
    

    
      “By the way, Professor, what brings you here? I thought the lecture was in the clearing over there. Why are you here so early?”
    

    
      “I came early to prepare for the lecture.”
    

    
      “Lecture preparation?”
    

    
      “Yeah. But it wasn’t anything difficult, so I finished faster than expected. Just a moment ago, actually.”
    

    
      Her mention of ‘just a moment ago’ makes me instinctively glance toward where she came from.
    

    
      Now that I think about it, what was the content of the first Herbology lecture?
    

    
      My thoughts are interrupted by Ilai’s voice.
    

    
      “Actually, this is my very first lecture since becoming a professor. So, I prepared thoroughly, but I’m nervous, excited, and all that, you know?”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “I heard there’s a period later where cadets evaluate professors. I’m determined to get great feedback. That’s my goal for this year. Absolutely!”
    

    
      Clenching her fist with determination, Ilai looks like a fresh hire bursting with enthusiasm. Her appearance and tone only amplify that impression.
    

    
      Above all, she’s someone who radiates positive energy just by being near her.
    

    
      “So, Gerard.”
    

    
      That’s when it happens.
    

    
      Out of nowhere, Ilai grabs both my hands tightly.
    

    
      “I have a favor to ask.”
    

    
      “What? What’s this about?”
    

    
      Startled, I try to pull my hands away.
    

    
      But they won’t budge.
    

    
      Her grip is no joke. This woman.
    

    
      What’s with her? Is she really a cleric?
    

    
      “It’s just… could you help me with my class for just this semester?”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Just one semester. I mean, as an assistant. Be my assistant.”
    

    
      What kind of nonsense is this? 
    

    
      I stare at her blankly as she continues.
    

    
      “You’ve been here two years longer than me, right? Compared to you, I’m a newbie who’s never even taught. In a way, you’re the senior, and you probably know more than I do in some areas. Don’t you think?”
    

    
      “Well, sure, but…”
    

    
      “Of course, it won’t be anything hard. Just help with simple prep before class, make announcements to the cadets, scout locations, or handle rough tasks during class. Oh! And it’s not for free, of course. I have that much conscience. I’ll give you full marks for attitude. Plus, you’ll build responsibility and leadership skills. Wow! This is a deal you’d be a fool to pass up. A fool! So, what do you say?”
    

    
      She looks up at me, practically saying, ‘You’re doing it, right?’ with her expression.
    

    
      Her innocent face seems to assume there’s no way I’d refuse and it’s clear she’s not letting go of my hands until I answer.
    

    
      I’m just… dumbfounded.
    

    
      I didn’t bother asking, ‘Why me?’
    

    
      Her intentions were crystal clear.
    

    
      Knowing her personality, it’s easy to figure out.
    

    
      A rookie professor overflowing with ambition.
    

    
      She has a kind of romantic ideal.
    

    
      She wants to lead her classes diligently, befriend her students, and sometimes act as a good parent or mentor.
    

    
      And then! She hears that the Academy’s worst deadbeat cadet is in her class.
    

    
      The urge to reform that delinquent and guide them onto the right path as an educator must be burning like wildfire, right?
    

    
      There’s no better kindling for her romantic vision than me.
    

    
      Now that I think about it, that expectant look earlier was exactly this.
    

    
      It was definitely the eyes of a predator spotting prey.
    

    
      This is starting to feel like I’m sinking into a swamp.
    

    
      “Why aren’t you answering? It’s such a great offer. No? You’re not doing it? Really? Fine, then I won’t let go.”
    

    
      Of course, if I don’t want to, I could just refuse outright. 
    

    
      She’s a bit clingy, but her personality means she’d never force me.
    

    
      I could shake off her hands if I really tried.
    

    
      But… do I need to?
    

    
      If there were no benefits, I’d refuse without hesitation, but that’s not the case.
    

    
      No, it’s actually a fantastic deal.
    

    
      The class is only once a week, so it’s not like it’ll take much time. 
    

    
      Full marks for attitude is an irresistible temptation for me.
    

    
      To improve my image, I need to boost my grades too. 
    

    
      Plus, there’s a chance I might be stuck here forever, unable to return home, so I need some insurance.
    

    
      On top of that, while the title of rookie professor isn’t much, the weight of the name Ilai Dain is undeniable.
    

    
      A cleric of the Great Cathedral. 
    

    
      A connection with someone like that is worth making, even if it costs money.
    

    
      To sum it up, even if it looks like I’m dancing to her tune, the benefits are so substantial that I should be the one begging for this.
    

    
      My deliberation didn’t take long.
    

    
      “Alright.”
    

    
      “Really? Yay! I knew you’d do it!”
    

    
      But there was a problem.
    

    
      “Um, can you just decide this on your own?”
    

    
      “Of course?”
    

    
      “Won’t the others object? I mean, the junior cadets from the Class of 890. If they find out I’ve been made your assistant like this, they won’t accept it. Some might even openly oppose it.”
    

    
      “Even though you’re their senior?”
    

    
      “Senior or not, that doesn’t matter. Especially not in my case.”
    

    
      Professor Ilai thinks for a moment before nodding as if she understands.
    

    
      “I see. But don’t worry about that. I have a ‘method.’”
    

    
      Seeing her grin as she says this, a sudden unease creeps into a corner of my mind.
    

    
      Tch. These bad premonitions usually turn out to be right.
    

    
      “Anyway, shall we head over? It’s time to start the class.”
    

    
      Led by her hand, I head toward the clearing where the class is held.
    

    
      Throughout the walk, Professor Ilai chatters nonstop.
    

    
      Most of the conversation consists of her one-sided questions.
    

    
      About my past.
    

    
      Why I skipped lectures and messed up my school life.
    

    
      If I’ve been through tough times or carry painful scars.
    

    
      She throws out questions like a psychiatrist, and I make up vague answers to respond.
    

    
      I glance at my pocket watch to check the time.
    

    
      It looks like retrieving the Beast Pouch is out of the question for now. 
    

    
      First period is almost here.
    

    
      Damn it.
    

    
      Well, it’s fine. 
    

    
      Like they say, the more urgent it is, the more you should take your time. 
    

    
      I’ll search for it after class, once it’s completely safe.
    

    
      The Beast Pouch isn’t going to grow legs and run away.
    

    
      Or so I console myself.
    

    
      That’s when I stop dead in my tracks.
    

    
      “Hm? What’s wrong, Gerard?”
    

    
      Professor Ilai asks.
    

    
      But I don’t answer. I can’t.
    

    
      I’ve just realized what kind of ‘method’ she mentioned and how today’s class will unfold.
    

    
      It’s a bet.
    

    
      A competition among the cadets to claim the position of assistant and its privileges.
    

    
      Scenes flash through my mind.
    

    
      As expected, the cadets object to me becoming the assistant, and in response, Professor Ilai proposes a bet to find a certain elixir.
    

    
      Yes. That’s her solution.
    

    
      And during this process, the ‘Remnants of Terror’ event occurs.
    

    
      “Is something wrong? Your expression suddenly looks bad.”
    

    
      “Oh. Sorry, Professor. I need to use the bathroom.”
    

    
      “…What? Bathroom?”
    

    
      “Yeah. Nervous, I guess? Haha.”
    

    
      “Ugh. You should’ve taken care of that in the morning. It’s a life lesson, a lesson!”
    

    
      The elixir they need to find in the bet is the fruit of a spirit herb called the Dawnflower.
    

    
      It has a luscious red, round appearance.
    

    
      And today.
    

    
      I saw a drawing of something with a similar appearance on a note.
    

    
      “So, um. Is there any chance we could cancel class today, Professor?”
    

    
      “Oh, Gerard. Do you think that’s possible?”
    

    
      “Right? Just kidding.”
    

    
      “You’re more fun than I thought, Gerard!”
    

    
      I laugh along with her, meeting her eyes.
    

    
      But damn. I’m laughing, but I’m not laughing.
    

    
      Yes.
    

    
      I finally understand why a dormant Beast Pouch goes off.
    

    
      There was never any time to take it slow, no matter how urgent it was.
    

    

  
    Chapter 13: Chapter 13

    
      Chapter 13: Is This a Crisis or an Opportunity? (2)
    

    
      “…Right about now, everyone’s probably harboring a thought like this: ‘We’re not training in Vision or tactics, so what’s with Herbology? Will this class really help me?’ You must be wondering.”
    

    
      The lecture began.
    

    
      In the eastern outskirts of the Academy, within a forest.
    

    
      In the middle of that clearing, Ilai stood atop a wide rock, as if it were a podium, addressing the cadets with an introduction to the lecture.
    

    
      It was a classroom set up in nature.
    

    
      The cadets sat on seats carved from tree stumps. 
    

    
      Within the Academy grounds, carved out of an entire mountain, there were many such places.
    

    
      “All of you enrolled here to join your desired knight order or magic corps. Some of you, unfortunately, might end up assigned to the frontier. Regardless, it’s a given that you’ll undergo countless training sessions and even more real battles in the process.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “That path will undoubtedly be a thorny one. You’ll face minor and major injuries, and on an unlucky day, you might even sustain life-threatening wounds. The class that prepares you for such moments is this very ‘Herbology.’”
    

    
      Following that, Professor Ilai wrote her name on the blackboard.
    

    
      “I’m Ilai Dain, responsible for teaching all of you. Nice to meet you all.”
    

    
      Applause erupted among the cadets.
    

    
      Though she was a new professor, the cadets’ eyes were filled with deep admiration as they looked at her.
    

    
      It was only natural. 
    

    
      There wasn’t a single cadet here who didn’t know she was a cleric serving Max Obje or that her skills were exceptional.
    

    
      Two years ago, during the Battle of Ludwig Plains against the Naimus Empire—another major power on the continent—she had saved countless lives with her formidable holy magic.
    

    
      She might be a novice at teaching, but she was a war hero who had experienced countless real battles.
    

    
      Her nickname from that time was the Saintess of Ludwig.
    

    
      To be taught by such a person, and to be her first disciples, it was no wonder the cadets were thrilled.
    

    
      The enthusiastic cheers from the juniors.
    

    
      And among them, there was me.
    

    
      Clapping.
    

    
      Soullessly.
    

    
      My eyes were on Professor Ilai, but my mind was entirely consumed with worries about the Beast Pouch.
    

    
      What should I do?
    

    
      Using the excuse of “morning business,” I’d bought myself a mere ten minutes. 
    

    
      But in the end, I couldn’t retrieve it. 
    

    
      Searching this vast forest in ten minutes was practically impossible.
    

    
      So, I gained nothing but the nickname “Morning Poop Guy.”
    

    
      Should I have just skipped the class altogether?
    

    
      But the losses from doing that would be too great.
    

    
      While I was caught up in these thoughts, Professor Ilai’s introduction was nearing its end.
    

    
      “Well then, let’s wrap up the lecture introduction here. Before we dive into the class proper, I have something to tell you all.”
    

    
      Here it comes.
    

    
      I lifted my head to look at Professor Ilai.
    

    
      She was already staring at me, smiling brightly.
    

    
      “In fact, my lectures require an assistant to be my hands, feet, and voice. I’m quite clumsy with teaching, and given the nature of this class, we’ll be moving around a lot. In case of rain or sudden changes, someone needs to handle announcements for venue changes—a reliable friend for the job.”
    

    
      In that moment, I swear I saw sparks fly from the cadets’ eyes. 
    

    
      It wasn’t just my imagination.
    

    
      I caught it instinctively. 
    

    
      The position of assistant was a special role that came with tremendous academic benefits.
    

    
      This… the backlash might be fiercer than I expected.
    

    
      And my prediction was spot on.
    

    
      “So, I was planning to choose from among you, but I’ve already selected the perfect candidate. Gerard, would you come forward?”
    

    
      I stood from my seat and walked toward the rock where Ilai stood.
    

    
      I hadn’t even taken a few steps when the back of my head started stinging.
    

    
      As I reached Ilai’s side and turned around, dozens of gazes poured onto my face like a flood. 
    

    
      It felt like staring straight at a peacock’s fully spread tail.
    

    
      I don’t have stage fright or anything like that, but the pressure from sheer numbers was overwhelming.
    

    
      Countless eyes. 
    

    
      The emotions hidden within them were disdain and distrust. 
    

    
      As expected, they weren’t happy about me becoming the assistant.
    

    
      “This is Gerard, a senior from the 888th class. Due to certain circumstances, he’s retaking this class, but he kindly agreed to help me…”
    

    
      At that moment, someone raised their hand abruptly, cutting her off.
    

    
      “I’m sorry to interrupt, but I find this hard to understand, Professor.”
    

    
      All eyes turned to him.
    

    
      I checked his face and nodded inwardly. 
    

    
      Of course. If it’s him, I knew he’d react like this.
    

    
      “Gwyn Gaiard?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “What exactly do you find hard to understand?”
    

    
      A bold response followed without hesitation.
    

    
      “This class is part of the first-year curriculum. I don’t know what ‘special circumstances’ led to Senior Gerard taking this class ‘two years’ later, but I believe his knowledge of Herbology is on par with ours. It’s his first time, too.”
    

    
      “Hmm. Go on.”
    

    
      “Furthermore, even though we’re new cadets, there aren’t any specific restrictions for the assistant role, as far as I know.”
    

    
      Professor Ilai nodded.
    

    
      “That’s right. The assistant for Herbology doesn’t need to be skilled with a sword or excel in magic.”
    

    
      “Then, regardless of class year, everyone in this lecture should have an equal opportunity. The assistant position clearly comes with special benefits, doesn’t it?”
    

    
      “For my class, I’ve decided to give full marks for attitude.”
    

    
      That was an extraordinary privilege.
    

    
      Attitude scores encompassed attendance, class behavior, and assignments.
    

    
      To Academy cadets, who took every grade seriously, full attitude marks were sweeter than honey.
    

    
      “Did you hear that? Full marks!”
    

    
      “So, even if you slack off in class, as long as you do well on the evaluation, you get an A?”
    

    
      “Come on, they say the position makes the person. An assistant wouldn’t slack off in class, would they?”
    

    
      “True, but still, the benefits are insane. Is this allowed?”
    

    
      “It’s the professor’s call, isn’t it?”
    

    
      The cadets buzzed with excitement.
    

    
      The atmosphere began to heat up.
    

    
      In a bad way, naturally.
    

    
      Most of them already resented acknowledging me as their senior.
    

    
      They’d likely heard rumors about me even before enrolling, so I’d known for a while that they viewed me through tinted lenses.
    

    
      And to place someone like me in a position with such immense privileges without so much as an announcement?
    

    
      Their reaction was only natural.
    

    
      So, I calmly glanced at Professor Ilai beside me.
    

    
      It’s time to bring up that clever method of yours—the bet, Professor.
    

    
      “Hmm. Listening to you all, it seems I was too hasty in making such a big decision. Thank you, Gwyn.”
    

    
      “N-No, it’s nothing.”
    

    
      “Then let me ask. What qualification do you think is most required to become an assistant?”
    

    
      Blushing briefly at Professor Ilai’s apology, Gwyn, who seemed to have thought this through, answered immediately.
    

    
      “Naturally, the most capable person should take the role.”
    

    
      “Capability, meaning?”
    

    
      “As the assistant for Herbology, someone with extensive knowledge in the subject would be the capable person.”
    

    
      “I see. If they also possess passion for the lecture and leadership convincing enough to satisfy everyone, you’d all accept them without complaint, right?”
    

    
      “Yes. But…”
    

    
      That guy isn’t such a person, is he?
    

    
      Gwyn’s eyes, glaring at me as he paused, were clearly asking that.
    

    
      That cheeky little…
    

    
      “Got it.”
    

    
      Suddenly, 
      clap
      ! Professor Ilai clapped her hands.
    

    
      “Then let’s do this. From now on, we’ll determine who has those qualifications. Anyone who thinks, ‘I meet all the qualifications for the assistant role we’ve discussed!’—come forward.”
    

    
      At the unexpected declaration, the seated cadets blinked in confusion.
    

    
      Then, as if waiting for the cue, the first to leap forward was none other than Gwyn Gaiard, who had been talking with Professor Ilai.
    

    
      Following him, another person stood, causing the cadets who were about to follow Gwyn to awkwardly sit back down.
    

    
      “Karina Zain.”
    

    
      A tall female cadet with a sharp voice bowed to Professor Ilai and stood beside Gwyn.
    

    
      Karina Zain.
    

    
      The second-ranked student in the entrance exam, just behind Gwyn, and the top of the Psychology Department. 
    

    
      She had an appearance so refined it drew gasps, but her personality was the complete opposite—utterly ruthless.
    

    
      Gwyn and Karina.
    

    
      These two were prodigies representing their respective departments. 
    

    
      Moreover, they were heirs of highly influential ducal families among the nobility.
    

    
      So, when both stepped forward, none of the other cadets dared to follow, only exchanging wary glances.
    

    
      They knew crossing these two would bring no good.
    

    
      The Academy’s creed was that commoners and nobles were equal in the pursuit of knowledge. 
    

    
      But did that creed last a lifetime?
    

    
      No way.
    

    
      Connections made at the Academy persisted long after graduation into society.
    

    
      That’s why there’s advice not to obsess over grades if your talent is average but to focus on building connections.
    

    
      In the original story, Ivan clashed and entangled with these two throughout the plot and yes.
    

    
      In the original story, it would’ve been Ivan standing here, not me.
    

    
      “Well then, that’s it.”
    

    
      With Victor, the third-ranked student, as the last, Professor Ilai accepted no more candidates.
    

    
      The cadets, who had been hesitating and eyeing each other, let out sighs of regret, but their hesitation alone disqualified them.
    

    
      “Now, shall we begin the lecture in earnest?”
    

    
      Professor Ilai pulled something from her pocket.
    

    
      A fruit, blood-red and the size of a thumbnail.
    

    
      I couldn’t help but want to sigh the moment I saw it.
    

    
      No matter how I looked at it, it was identical.
    

    
      To the Beast Pouch.
    

    
      “Do you know what this is?”
    

    
      “Isn’t that… the Twilight of the Dawnflower?”
    

    
      “Correct. A crystallization of spirit essence formed when a Dawnflower, growing deep within the forest, absorbs the forest’s energy over a long time. Among many spirit herbs, it’s the most well-known to us. Gwyn, have you seen this in person before?”
    

    
      Gwyn nodded.
    

    
      If it’s him, he’s not only seen it but probably consumed it too. 
    

    
      The Twilight of the Dawnflower can be obtained with enough money.
    

    
      For cadets training in mana, spirit herbs are inseparable. 
    

    
      At least among the three standing here, there’s likely no one unaware of the Twilight of the Dawnflower.
    

    
      “Of course, it’s quite famous. And if you have even a slight interest in Herbology, you’d know its ecology and the environment it grows in. But did you know this? Somewhere in this forest, a Dawnflower bearing this Twilight is hidden.”
    

    
      The cadets’ eyes widened.
    

    
      While the Twilight of the Dawnflower is a renowned spirit herb, it’s not something easily found.
    

    
      Dawnflowers themselves are extremely rare plants, and even if you’re lucky enough to find one, it’s common for them not to bear fruit.
    

    
      Yet, within this Academy, so close by, a Dawnflower with a Twilight is lying dormant? 
    

    
      Their surprise was understandable.
    

    
      The quick-witted ones were already piecing together why Professor Ilai had suddenly brought up the Twilight of the Dawnflower, seemingly unrelated to the assistant role.
    

    
      A smile curved at the corner of Professor Ilai’s lips.
    

    
      “From now on, you’ll split into four teams to search for it. The team leaders are the four candidates standing here. The leader of the team that finds the Twilight will become our hardworking assistant. Of course, the team members who help find the fruit will also receive bonus points. Sounds fun, doesn’t it?”
    

    
      “……!”
    

    
      “Wait a minute, Professor. Teams? Weren’t we competing individually?”
    

    
      When Karina asked in a sharp tone, Professor Ilai wagged her finger and replied.
    

    
      “This is the only way to test your knowledge of Herbology, leadership, and initiative. Why? Is this unfair too?”
    

    
      “It’s not that…”
    

    
      Karina shot a glare at Gwyn before continuing.
    

    
      “Then how will you form the teams?”
    

    
      “That, of course, will be done fairly.”
    

    
      With that, Professor Ilai smiled at the cadets seated in neat rows.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      During a break before the competition began in earnest.
    

    
      I sat on a rock, lost in thought.
    

    
      The benefits of being an assistant versus the value of the Beast Pouch.
    

    
      When weighing the two, my heart leaned more toward the Beast Pouch.
    

    
      After all, if I took it to the Cult, I could earn money and experience points as a reward.
    

    
      On the other hand, if I brought it to the Academy, I could gain trust I’d never had before, increasing my survival odds.
    

    
      There were two options, both outweighing the benefits of being the Herbology assistant.
    

    
      So, would I give up on the bet?—
    

    
      Of course not.
    

    
      The Dawnflower, somewhere out there. 
    

    
      I’d find it quickly and claim it.
    

    
      The Beast Pouch and the Herbology assistant.
    

    
      My plan was to catch both rabbits at once.
    

    

  
    Chapter 14: Chapter 14

    
      Chapter 14: Is This a Crisis or an Opportunity? (3)
    

    
      If there’s a problem, it’s how well these kids will actually listen to me.
    

    
      I looked up and ahead.
    

    
      Twelve juniors, standing in a carefree, disorderly line, were staring at me.
    

    
      These are my team. 
    

    
      The group Professor Ilai fairly divided into units of twelve, starting from the front row.
    

    
      But from my perspective, it doesn’t feel all that fair.
    

    
      Their faces are already clouded with defeat. 
    

    
      Looking like they’ve lost before we even started—if it’s like this, they’ll be more of a hindrance than a help.
    

    
      “Ugh. Should’ve sat in the front. Sitting in the back just pisses me off.”
    

    
      Right then, someone muttered from behind.
    

    
      I glanced over, and the cadet who met my eyes quickly clamped their mouth shut. 
    

    
      Hmph. 
    

    
      While they’re at it, they should tuck that flapping mouth back in too.
    

    
      You’d think I was dragging these kids to hell or something. 
    

    
      Damn it.
    

    
      I’m a bit annoyed, but I swallow it down.
    

    
      Now’s not the time for anger; I need to assess the situation calmly.
    

    
      The silver lining, at least, is this:
    

    
      “Watch your mouth, Reinz. That’s our senior.”
    

    
      I’m not completely without allies in this group of twelve.
    

    
      It’s surprising.
    

    
      To think there’s a junior in the 890th class who’d back me up!
    

    
      But when I look at her face, it makes sense.
    

    
      It’s Yuria.
    

    
      My one and only mentee.
    

    
      A small stroke of luck in this mess—she’s been assigned to my team.
    

    
      And she’s not the only familiar face.
    

    
      Our protagonist, Ivan. Turns out, he’s on my team too.
    

    
      I don’t know how the teams ended up like this, but it seems my luck isn’t entirely rotten today.
    

    
      He’s been oddly avoiding me, but Yuria will follow my lead and Ivan doesn’t seem like the type to judge someone based on rumors alone.
    

    
      Hmmm. 
    

    
      So, the only ones I can rely on right now are these two?
    

    
      I spoke up, watching Yuria and Reinz, who were now locked in a glaring match.
    

    
      “Cut it out. Everyone, come over here.”
    

    
      The only ones who moved at my command were Yuria and Ivan. 
    

    
      So, I had no choice but to go to them. 
    

    
      What am I gonna do with these kids, seriously?
    

    
      “Hmph. I’ll keep it short, so listen up.”
    

    
      I snapped a branch and started drawing on the ground.
    

    
      “Here’s the center, the clearing where we are now. This area around it is the outer forest. The places where we think the Dawnflower might be are here and here. Two spots.”
    

    
      Just then, someone snorted.
    

    
      It was the same cadet who’d been acting passive-aggressive earlier.
    

    
      His name’s Reinz.
    

    
      “What? Why do you think that?”
    

    
      “You know anything about Dawnflowers?”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “Don’t make me repeat myself just because you heard me. How much do you know about the environment they grow in and how they grow? I’m asking twice. Don’t make me ask a third time.”
    

    
      “Uh. Well… that’s…”
    

    
      “You don’t know?”
    

    
      “Yeah. I don’t.”
    

    
      “Then why do you keep mouthing off? If you’d just shut up and stay quiet, I’d spoon-feed you the answers. Got it?”
    

    
      Reinz’s expression hardened.
    

    
      I didn’t care and drove the point home in a calm, steady tone.
    

    
      “Keep your ears and eyes open and stay quiet. Don’t open anything else. Understand?”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “Oh, you’re making me ask twice again.”
    

    
      “Ah! I… uh…”
    

    
      “Answer.”
    

    
      “…Yes.”
    

    
      Reinz bit his lip.
    

    
      The atmosphere around us had already frozen over, and teamwork was out of the question.
    

    
      Doesn’t matter.
    

    
      Thanks to that, all the scattered attention of these kids is now fully on me.
    

    
      Since it’s come to this, let’s establish some discipline first.
    

    
      “I don’t know how you all see me, but I’m not some soft, saintly guy who’s gonna coddle people who don’t like me. So, if you’ve got a problem, step forward right now.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “I said step forward. No one?”
    

    
      No one came forward.
    

    
      They either glanced at each other or quietly stared at the ground.
    

    
      “Then I’ll assume there’s no issue and keep going. Don’t interrupt me from now on.”
    

    
      Carrying that tension forward, I continued my explanation.
    

    
      The Dawnflower’s traits: it grows in damp, shady areas where sunlight doesn’t reach. 
    

    
      Its habitat is typically near water, like lakeshores or streams, often found in the crevices of large trees or rocks.
    

    
      “So, in the eastern outer forest, the only place like that is this valley, about ten minutes west from the clearing.”
    

    
      When I finished and scanned the group again, the kids were completely engrossed, staring at the drawing on the ground and the branch in my hand.
    

    
      “Oh.”
    

    
      “That makes sense…”
    

    
      Some were nodding, even swaying to a rhythm.
    

    
      I felt pleased.
    

    
      Even I thought my briefing just now was spot-on.
    

    
      “But why did you say there were two likely spots at first?”
    

    
      “Huh? Yeah, good point.”
    

    
      “Ask him.”
    

    
      “What? No way, you do it.”
    

    
      “…He doesn’t like being interrupted. I don’t wanna get chewed out.”
    

    
      “Same here, you lunatic.”
    

    
      Then someone raised their hand.
    

    
      It was Ivan, who’d been silent the whole time.
    

    
      “Senior. May I ask a question?”
    

    
      “Yeah, go ahead.”
    

    
      “Is there another place with a similar environment besides the valley?”
    

    
      I nodded.
    

    
      “There’s a small pond on the eastern side, the opposite of the western valley. I actually think that place is more likely. Why? Because it’s somewhere people rarely go.”
    

    
      “Oh! So that means…”
    

    
      “Right. It’s a place the other teams probably don’t know about.”
    

    
      A secret spot only we know, unknown to the other teams.
    

    
      At my final words, the kids’ eyes sparkled with excitement.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      “Let me emphasize again! Stealing through force or intimidation is absolutely unacceptable! Understood?”
    

    
      “Yes!”
    

    
      The four teams, each with their chosen destinations in mind, looked at Professor Ilai, ready to sprint. 
    

    
      A flash of light burst from her hand.
    

    
      “Begin!”
    

    
      The sight of over fifty cadets launching forward at her signal was quite a spectacle.
    

    
      In the blink of an eye, they dove into the forest, quickly grouping up with their teams and racing toward their targets.
    

    
      Toward the western valley.
    

    
      Yeah, it’s basically a race.
    

    
      There’s no way Gwyn or Karina wouldn’t know the Dawnflower’s ecology, so they’ve likely pinpointed the western valley as the prime spot too. 
    

    
      From there, it’s a matter of who finds the Dawnflower first.
    

    
      “Slow down. Save your breath.”
    

    
      But our team didn’t rush.
    

    
      As a result, the gap widened between us and the teams sprinting toward the valley, and soon, they were out of sight.
    

    
      I glanced to the side and saw Yuria running with a relaxed expression.
    

    
      Suddenly, I recalled the moment before the lecture started, when I first ran into Professor Ilai.
    

    
      She had clearly walked out from behind where I was standing.
    

    
      And she said she’d come early to prepare for the lecture.
    

    
      And that she’d just finished that preparation.
    

    
      —That was the hint.
    

    
      If you trace the direction she came from in reverse, where does it lead?
    

    
      The eastern pond.
    

    
      A place with an environment similar to the western valley, deduced to be a Dawnflower habitat.
    

    
      If Professor Ilai was preparing for the lecture there, the Twilight of the Dawnflower must be there.
    

    
      No doubt about it.
    

    
      At that moment, Yuria turned her head and met my eyes.
    

    
      The instant our gazes locked in midair, I mouthed the word ‘now.’
    

    
      Simultaneously, Yuria pivoted sharply in the opposite direction. 
    

    
      Her speed was incomparable to the leisurely pace she’d kept earlier. 
    

    
      Five juniors followed close behind her.
    

    
      The remaining five, including me, headed for the valley.
    

    
      Why?
    

    
      Because, obviously, there’s no Beast Pouch in the east.
    

    
      If there had been a Beast Pouch there, Professor Ilai, who was searching for the Dawnflower, would’ve found it already and if that had happened, this lecture wouldn’t have proceeded normally.
    

    
      Sure, she’s human, so she might’ve overlooked it.
    

    
      But everything comes down to probability, and when you consider the odds, it’s more likely the Beast Pouch is hidden in another area.
    

    
      So, while we search for the Beast Pouch, Yuria’s group at the eastern pond will find the Twilight of the Dawnflower.
    

    
      Ha. 
    

    
      I don’t know who came up with this, but it’s a damn perfect plan.
    

    
      When we reached the valley, I saw kids already scattered around, eagerly rummaging through piles of underbrush.
    

    
      I turned to my team and reminded them of the final precautions.
    

    
      “It’s unlikely, but if you find anything that looks like a fruit, bring it to me first. Other teams might try to steal it.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      Ivan answered first, and the others nodded.
    

    
      “Good. Spread out.”
    

    
      Now alone, I immediately used the low-grade thievery skill [Detection]. 
    

    
      This Vision, which senses all energy within a five-meter radius around me, is incredibly useful in situations like this.
    

    
      Since the Beast Pouch is a conglomerate of dark magic, I’d definitely pick up an anomalous signal if it’s nearby.
    

    
      With that, I moved along the valley.
    

    
      Ten minutes passed, and I hadn’t picked up anything. 
    

    
      That means the Beast Pouch isn’t in this valley area. 
    

    
      It’s a shame, but also a relief. 
    

    
      At least it won’t fall into someone else’s hands.
    

    
      So, where is it?
    

    
      I left the valley and moved to another area.
    

    
      It’s only a matter of time before I find it. 
    

    
      At this rate, it’s guaranteed to be mine or so I firmly believed.
    

    
      Thirty more minutes passed.
    

    
      I felt something was wrong.
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      By now, in game terms, the Remnants of Terror event should’ve already happened.
    

    
      And that means one thing.
    

    
      The Remnants of Terror has already occurred.
    

    
      Somewhere else.
    

    
      My supposedly perfect plan had gone awry.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      I thought it was an especially unlucky day.
    

    
      The gloomy, overcast weather didn’t help and because of it, I overslept and nearly missed the first lecture.
    

    
      Up until then, I brushed it off.
    

    
      That is, until I saw 
      him
      .
    

    
      The protagonist of the Academy’s legendary rumors.
    

    
      The disgrace of the 888th class, Gerard.
    

    
      He arrived after the lecture had started, causing a stir in the classroom.
    

    
      Get this—he was late because he was 
      taking a dump
      .
    

    
      The professor, who seemed to have been informed, let it slide generously, but Reinz wasn’t having it. 
    

    
      Reinz was dumbfounded.
    

    
      Oh. So the rumors were true.
    

    
      How is someone from the 888th class attending a first-year lecture? And late because he was 
      taking a dump
      ? What kind of person is this?
    

    
      Curiosity and disdain.
    

    
      Then came indifference.
    

    
      By chance, Gerard sat not far from where Reinz was. 
    

    
      So, Reinz got a good look at his stiff, cold face.
    

    
      Sneaking glances, Reinz smirked continuously.
    

    
      ‘Why does he live like that? If I were him, I’d have dropped out from shame.’
    

    
      The only thing different from the rumors was that, surprisingly, he participated in the lecture.
    

    
      That was it.
    

    
      So when he was unexpectedly recommended by the professor to be an assistant, Reinz was livid.
    

    
      Though he’d held back from volunteering out of consideration for his friend Gwyn, if that hadn’t been the case, he would’ve been the first to jump up.
    

    
      He should’ve done it.
    

    
      ‘Damn it. I’m on 
      this guy’s
       team!?’
    

    
      Reinz truly thought it was a cursed day.
    

    
      “You’re making me ask twice again.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “Answer.”
    

    
      After being humiliated by him, Reinz trembled with shame, clenching his fists.
    

    
      But he couldn’t do anything.
    

    
      That cold gaze when their eyes met.
    

    
      Why does he look so intimidating? And why is he so tall?
    

    
      Overwhelmed in that moment, Reinz couldn’t say a word and that made him furious.
    

    
      Of course, he didn’t think he was outmatched in skill.
    

    
      He told himself it was his ‘last act of respect for a senior.’
    

    
      Still, it seemed the guy had some knowledge about herbs, and his explanation afterward was clean and engaging.
    

    
      The strategy to split the team for a diversion was also decent.
    

    
      This side of him, so different from first impressions, had the other cadets whispering.
    

    
      “He’s still a senior.”
    

    
      “Right. Doesn’t this mean there’s hope for us too?”
    

    
      “Could be.”
    

    
      But Reinz scoffed.
    

    
      ‘Tch. All he’s got is a bit of random knowledge from two extra years. Pfft.’
    

    
      Reinz considered himself a smart and talented individual.
    

    
      He still does.
    

    
      He ranked 18th in the entrance exam, but that’s just the start. 
    

    
      He knows what matters is the final grades at graduation.
    

    
      If he’s lacking anything, it’s background.
    

    
      If he’d been raised like the other noble kids, with elixirs and systematic training and education…
    

    
      18th? Please.
    

    
      “Gwyn would’ve been second, and I’d have been first. Heh.”
    

    
      But background isn’t something you can build overnight.
    

    
      That’s why, upon entering the Academy, Reinz decided to focus on networking rather than grades—out of insecurity.
    

    
      His talent and skill were already enough.
    

    
      Or so he thought.
    

    
      “What’re you doing?”
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      Someone approached Reinz, who was standing still, and spoke.
    

    
      “Not gonna search?”
    

    
      It was Yuria.
    

    
      Her face was as beautiful as if painted with a brush, but the moment Reinz saw her, he recalled what happened earlier and scrunched up his face.
    

    
      “Tch. Why do you care?”
    

    
      “I care. We’re a team.”
    

    
      “Team, my ass. Just some pointless group activity.”
    

    
      He grumbled.
    

    
      “It’s not pointless.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “It’s about us getting better together. How is that pointless?”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      Reinz met Yuria’s eyes and he flinched.
    

    
      Her eyes were clear and calm, like a still lake.
    

    
      Seeing his own reflection in them, he suddenly couldn’t look straight at her.
    

    
      “Whatever! I’ll handle it, so buzz off.”
    

    
      He said that, but it was Reinz who turned away.
    

    
      Yuria didn’t stop him.
    

    
      The pond was really there.
    

    
      Deep in the outer forest, surrounded by dense underbrush and massive old trees, it was the kind of secretive place you’d miss if you didn’t know to look.
    

    
      So, when they found the pond, the cadets’ faces lit up.
    

    
      Gerard’s words had proven true, erasing even the slightest doubt they’d had while running here.
    

    
      And that doubt was replaced with anticipation.
    

    
      They immediately rushed to search the area around the pond.
    

    
      From under damp rocks to the moss on old trees.
    

    
      One cadet even rolled up their pant legs, waded into the pond, and started scooping water with their hands.
    

    
      “Hey! Devo! What’re you doing?”
    

    
      “It rained a lot recently, right? So maybe it’s submerged in here.”
    

    
      “Crazy! What kind of idea is that? Genius?”
    

    
      “Heh. That’s me.”
    

    
      What a bunch of idiots.
    

    
      Reinz clicked his tongue.
    

    
      That’s when it happened.
    

    
      As Reinz turned his head, something briefly glinted in his vision.
    

    
      He froze.
    

    
      Then, he slowly approached it.
    

    
      Something was buried in the mud.
    

    
      Something red and round.
    

    
      “…!”
    

    
      Reinz quickly covered his mouth.
    

    
      His heart pounded wildly.
    

    
      Swallowing hard, he whistled casually and began gently scraping the mud away with the sole of his shoe.
    

    
      “Hey! What’s that?”
    

    
      He flinched and stopped.
    

    
      “Dig it up quick! Looks like something’s there!”
    

    
      “It’s just a rock.”
    

    
      “Tch.”
    

    
      It was just the others talking among themselves by the pond.
    

    
      Reinz let out a sigh of relief.
    

    
      “Ugh, damn idiots. Nearly gave me a heart attack.”
    

    
      His crude cursing and downward glance were paired with a bright expression.
    

    
      He carefully lifted his foot to check.
    

    
      The thing buried in the mud was now fully exposed.
    

    
      It was, without a doubt, the Twilight of the Dawnflower, just like what Professor Ilai had shown them.
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      Chapter 15: Is This a Crisis or an Opportunity? (4)
    

    
      Reinz suppressed the surging thrill and tucked it into his pocket.
    

    
      It hadn’t even been ten minutes since they arrived at the pond.
    

    
      ‘But why is only the fruit lying there?’
    

    
      The Dawnflower that should have been there was nowhere to be seen.
    

    
      Reinz decided not to think too deeply about it. 
    

    
      After all, the key to winning the bet was the fruit, not the flower.
    

    
      ‘Maybe the heavy rain made only the fruit fall. Whatever.’
    

    
      It was an utterly trivial detail.
    

    
      ‘So, how should I paint this picture now?’
    

    
      Reinz sank into thought.
    

    
      The moment he found it, he was already a hero within the team.
    

    
      Imagining how he’d boast to his teammates, Reinz briefly curved his lips into a smile.
    

    
      And that wasn’t all.
    

    
      With this, he could flatten the nose of that jerk Gerard, who had humiliated him.
    

    
      “Come to think of it, where is that guy, and what’s he doing? I ended up finding the thing we were supposed to look for.”
    

    
      As expected, he was a nobody.
    

    
      If I’d known it’d turn out like this, I should’ve seriously run for the candidate spot. 
    

    
      Reinz clicked his tongue in regret.
    

    
      Anyway, what’s done is done.
    

    
      Reinz sauntered toward the pond where his teammates were, chuckling to himself.
    

    
      “Heh heh. These guys are still rummaging around. They don’t even know I found it…”
    

    
      Then, a sudden thought made him stop in his tracks.
    

    
      ‘Wait a sec. Do I really have to hand this over to that guy?’
    

    
      The thing in his pocket was not only a spiritual herb but also the key to deciding the assistant role. 
    

    
      In other words, the authority to choose the assistant was currently in his hands and Reinz couldn’t tolerate someone as un-senior-like as Gerard taking the assistant position.
    

    
      ‘In that case?’
    

    
      A face popped into Reinz’s mind.
    

    
      A new friend he’d made at the Academy, Gwyn Gaiard.
    

    
      A guy with not only skill but also a solid background—his best connection.
    

    
      In Reinz’s opinion, no one was more suited for the role.
    

    
      Of course, he’d have to give up the extra points.
    

    
      But the reward from the Gaiard Ducal House would surely make up for it.
    

    
      “Alright.”
    

    
      Having sorted his thoughts, Reinz took advantage of his distracted teammates and started heading toward the valley.
    

    
      But there was no need for that.
    

    
      “…Huh? What’s that? Gwyn?”
    

    
      Three teammates emerged from the dense bushes. 
    

    
      One of them was the very Gwyn he’d intended to meet.
    

    
      “As expected. There’s a water’s edge here too. That’s why those guys weren’t visible.”
    

    
      “Damn it. So we were just fooling around in the valley like idiots, knowing nothing?”
    

    
      Gwyn’s face hardened.
    

    
      “Ugh. If I’d known, I would’ve brought everyone along.”
    

    
      Gwyn quickly scanned the surroundings.
    

    
      His eyes caught Yuria rummaging around the pond.
    

    
      “The good thing is, it looks like they haven’t found it yet either. Let’s move fast. Karina will be here soon.”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      Just as Gwyn and the two cadets were about to move, Reinz called out to him.
    

    
      “Gwyn!”
    

    
      “…Reinz? What are you doing over there?”
    

    
      “Come here for a sec. Just you, quietly.”
    

    
      Gwyn furrowed his brow.
    

    
      They were competitors right now.
    

    
      “What’s this about?”
    

    
      “Hey, what’s with the suspicion between friends? Don’t you trust me?”
    

    
      Gwyn looked at Reinz with suspicion but eventually nodded.
    

    
      “Alright. You guys start searching first. I’ll talk with Reinz and be right back.”
    

    
      “Yeah, but hurry back, Gwyn.”
    

    
      Gwyn followed Reinz into the thicket.
    

    
      Gwyn got straight to the point.
    

    
      “You guys haven’t found it, have you?”
    

    
      Reinz was still grinning.
    

    
      “We haven’t found it.”
    

    
      “…We haven’t found it?”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      Even in his urgency, Gwyn quickly noticed something off about Reinz’s words.
    

    
      “Then you? Are you saying you found something?”
    

    
      “Pfft. As expected, your instincts are sharp as hell, Gwyn! You really picked the right friend.”
    

    
      Reinz opened the fist he’d been clenching.
    

    
      Seeing its contents, the corners of Gwyn’s eyes twitched momentarily.
    

    
      “…You. This is.”
    

    
      “Yep. Twilight of the Dawnflower. I found it!”
    

    
      Reinz looked at Gwyn, laughing.
    

    
      Having regained his composure, Gwyn lowered his head briefly and let out a long breath.
    

    
      It wasn’t a sigh of frustration but one closer to relief.
    

    
      When he raised his head again, the urgency in Gwyn’s expression was gone. 
    

    
      In its place was calm rationality.
    

    
      “Why are you showing this to me, Reinz?”
    

    
      “I can’t stand the idea of a guy like Gerard becoming the assistant.”
    

    
      “So?”
    

    
      “You’re way more suited for it. Obviously. You’re the representative of our 890th class, aren’t you?”
    

    
      “…But we’re on opposing teams. This is cheating.”
    

    
      “Ha, Gwyn, you naive friend.”
    

    
      Reinz shook his head and placed a hand on Gwyn’s shoulder.
    

    
      “No one else knows. Just you and me. Who’s gonna know it’s cheating? As long as we both keep our mouths shut, right?”
    

    
      Gwyn didn’t respond immediately.
    

    
      He fell into deep thought with a serious expression.
    

    
      It was true.
    

    
      Reinz’s method wasn’t to his liking, but losing the bet was even less so. 
    

    
      Especially since he had the duty to revive his family.
    

    
      His deliberation didn’t last long.
    

    
      “Then I’ll gratefully accept.”
    

    
      “Heh. No need for thanks between friends. Just don’t forget me later.”
    

    
      “Right.”
    

    
      Gwyn took the Twilight of the Dawnflower and stared at it.
    

    
      ‘With this, the bet is over. My victory…’
    

    
      But his thoughts didn’t continue.
    

    
      Soon, Gwyn’s expression subtly changed. 
    

    
      Then it began to harden at an alarming rate.
    

    
      “…Hey, Reinz.”
    

    
      “Yeah?”
    

    
      “Where did you get this?”
    

    
      The sudden question made Reinz tilt his head.
    

    
      “Where? I found it around here.”
    

    
      “You found it? Explain exactly.”
    

    
      “Man, this perfectionist.”
    

    
      Reinz chuckled and described the situation.
    

    
      “Then the Dawnflower?”
    

    
      “No idea. Maybe it got washed away by the rain. It wasn’t there. Just this was lying around. But we don’t need the flower, right?”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      Gwyn fell silent for a moment.
    

    
      Only then did Reinz sense something off in the atmosphere, lowering his arm cautiously while gauging Gwyn’s mood.
    

    
      “What’s wrong?”
    

    
      “Reinz, you’ve never actually seen the Twilight of the Dawnflower, have you?”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      Reinz frowned. 
    

    
      He felt a hint of condescension in Gwyn’s tone.
    

    
      “The Twilight of the Dawnflower is a crystal of spiritual energy formed from the forest’s essence. When you infuse it with mana, it gives off a fresh, grassy scent.”
    

    
      “Really? I didn’t hear about that. Guess you know more than that guy.”
    

    
      ‘But so what?’ Reinz asked, and Gwyn continued.
    

    
      “But there’s no scent here. None at all.”
    

    
      “Huh? No way. Try infusing more mana.”
    

    
      “I am, right now. But…”
    

    
      That’s when it happened.
    

    
      Suddenly, a small spark crackled from the object in Gwyn’s palm.
    

    
      Both their bodies trembled as if struck by lightning.
    

    
      A heavy silence followed and they knew this wasn’t the calm of the forest but the ominous stillness before a massive storm.
    

    
      Their eyes met.
    

    
      They were recalling the same memory.
    

    
      The entrance ceremony.
    

    
      The horrific nightmare that had erupted in the stands.
    

    
      “…Could this be.”
    

    
      As Reinz mumbled in a daze, Gwyn threw the object to the ground and shouted.
    

    
      “What are you doing! Run!”
    

    
      “Huh? G-Gwyn? Damn it.”
    

    
      Gwyn burst out of the bushes, with Reinz following close behind.
    

    
      “Hey, why are you guys coming from there…”
    

    
      Just as Yuria, who had spotted them, opened her mouth, a loud crackle erupted.
    

    
      Zzzzt──!
    

    
      Behind the bushes they’d emerged from, black lightning bolts shot up in all directions.
    

    
      The cadets at the pond screamed in shock.
    

    
      “W-What’s that! What’s going on!”
    

    
      “Isn’t that… from the entrance ceremony…?”
    

    
      Amid the chaos at the pond, a soft sound rang out.
    

    
      Srrrng──.
    

    
      Yuria quietly drew the sword hanging at her waist.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      The ‘Remnants of Terror’ had already begun.
    

    
      Somewhere.
    

    
      And it wasn’t hard to figure out where that somewhere was.
    

    
      In this eastern forest outskirts, there was only one place I hadn’t checked.
    

    
      The least likely spot, so I’d ruled it out from the start.
    

    
      The eastern pond.
    

    
      Damn it.
    

    
      I rushed toward it.
    

    
      Thud!
    

    
      I slid down the slope.
    

    
      My heart was racing.
    

    
      I couldn’t predict what was happening. 
    

    
      That made my mind keep conjuring worst-case scenarios.
    

    
      If this were the original story’s flow, I wouldn’t be this worried. 
    

    
      The freshmen, united around Ivan and Professor Ilai, would hold out well until the faculty and seniors arrived.
    

    
      But not in this world.
    

    
      This world’s flow had long diverged from the original. 
    

    
      The cadets weren’t gathered—they were scattered all over.
    

    
      Only a handful were at the pond. Just six from my team.
    

    
      No Ivan, no Professor Ilai.
    

    
      “Shit.”
    

    
      Was it too greedy to aim for the Beast Pouch, the assistant role’s perks, and everyone’s favor all at once?
    

    
      Should I have canceled the class myself, even at a loss? Or was there another way…?
    

    
      I shook my head vigorously to clear the stray thoughts.
    

    
      That wasn’t what mattered now.
    

    
      Because of me, Yuria was once again in mortal danger.
    

    
      The same went for the other juniors who trusted and followed me. 
    

    
      Rather than regret, handling the situation was the priority.
    

    
      Swish swish!
    

    
      When I arrived at the scene, things were already spiraling into the worst possible state.
    

    
      The distinctive roars and shouts of orcs echoed everywhere.
    

    
      “Professor! Be careful!”
    

    
      What? Professor?
    

    
      I turned toward the warning shout. 
    

    
      Sure enough, a familiar silhouette was visible not far away.
    

    
      Professor Ilai, her coat flapping, stood blocking the orcs. 
    

    
      The holy book in her hand radiated a brilliant glow.
    

    
      “I’m fine, so everyone stay within the barrier!”
    

    
      Phew. Looks like she was nearby.
    

    
      What a relief.
    

    
      Holy Magic, powered not by mana but by divine energy, wasn’t affected by Mana Freeze. 
    

    
      So she could use her abilities to their fullest.
    

    
      But that didn’t mean I could relax.
    

    
      She was a cleric. 
    

    
      Her main role was healing, defense, and support. 
    

    
      She might have tons of combat experience, but a cleric surrounded by beasts had clear limits.
    

    
      She could block or repel them, but she couldn’t kill or eliminate them.
    

    
      “No, Professor! Behind you! Behind!”
    

    
      “…!”
    

    
      I lunged forward.
    

    
      As I drew my sword from my waist, my body was already closing in on the Swamp Orc’s flank.
    

    
      I drove the sword into the orc’s exposed waist.
    

    
      Stab. 
    

    
      The vivid sensation of slicing through muscle, flesh, and bone traveled through the blade to my hand. 
    

    
      My heightened senses, sharpened by increased agility, reminded me they weren’t always a blessing. 
    

    
      I twisted the sword to finish it. 
    

    
      The Swamp Orc, about to swing its club, collapsed dead with its arm still raised.
    

    
      Thud.
    

    
      “Gerard?”
    

    
      As the Swamp Orc fell, Professor Ilai turned to me, her face lighting up. 
    

    
      She looked thrilled to see me, but now wasn’t the time for leisurely greetings, Professor.
    

    
      I gave her a quick nod and scanned the surroundings.
    

    
      The first thing I saw was the pond.
    

    
      Freshmen protected within a golden barrier of divine energy. 
    

    
      All magic specialists, rendered powerless in this situation due to Mana Freeze.
    

    
      Then, across the pond.
    

    
      Three cadets were frantically fighting a group of Swamp Orcs.
    

    
      Hannes, a spear specialist, and Gwyn Gaiard.
    

    
      And finally, Yuria.
    

    
      A sigh of relief escaped me.
    

    
      No casualties. 
    

    
      Thank goodness. With that worry gone, I could take stock.
    

    
      Gwyn was handling two orcs. 
    

    
      Hannes and Yuria each faced one. 
    

    
      Yuria was staggering, clearly in a precarious state.
    

    
      The red bloodstains on her shoulder.
    

    
      That idiot. 
    

    
      Even in this situation, she’s not using magic.
    

    
      If Professor Ilai hadn’t been intermittently supporting her with Holy Magic, who knows what would’ve happened.
    

    
      Having assessed the situation, I looked at Professor Ilai.
    

    
      “Professor, please help them first.”
    

    
      “What? What about you, Gerard?”
    

    
      Three Swamp Orcs still surrounded us here. 
    

    
      In terms of danger, this spot was riskier than over there, where they could retreat to the barrier if needed.
    

    
      “I’ll be fine.”
    

    
      “…What?”
    

    
      “Please help them first and come back. I can hold out until then.”
    

    
      I didn’t wait for her reply. 
    

    
      In times like this, a single decisive action spoke louder than drawn-out words.
    

    
      I charged at the orc closest to the barrier.
    

    
      Roar!
    

    
      The Swamp Orc, wary of my sudden intrusion, let out a bellow and swung its rusted iron sword wide as I rushed in.
    

    
      The blade came down straight for my head.
    

    
      Its destructive power was threatening, but to my eyes, the attack was slow and obvious. 
    

    
      I tilted my shoulder slightly to dodge, then slashed upward diagonally.
    

    
      Slash. 
    

    
      The orc’s wrist, along with its iron sword, fell to the ground. 
    

    
      I spun behind it, cut its hamstrings to bring it to its knees, and swung again to sever its neck.
    

    
      The entire sequence flowed seamlessly, clean and precise.
    

    
      The orc’s head rolled to a stop.
    

    
      It came to rest at the feet of Professor Ilai, who stood staring at me in a daze.
    

    
      “Professor?”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “Professor! The kids!”
    

    
      “Huh? Oh, right! I’ll help them first and then…”
    

    
      Professor Ilai glanced down at the orc’s head again, then ran toward the barrier without another word.
    

    
      Confirming that, I turned and swung my sword at the remaining Swamp Orcs.
    

    
      Roar!
    

    
      By the time I felled the last Swamp Orc, the situation at the barrier was nearing its end.
    

    
      “I didn’t believe it, but you really handled it all alone.”
    

    
      Professor Ilai, now approaching, asked with a stunned expression.
    

    
      “If you’re from the 888th class, this is standard.”
    

    
      “Is that so?”
    

    
      No.
    

    
      Actually, only a few in that class could pull this off.
    

    
      “But from what I know, Gerard, you haven’t attended classes for a while… Oh, sorry. I didn’t mean to dismiss you.”
    

    
      “It’s fine. I didn’t attend lectures, but I trained in swordsmanship on my own. This is the result. But I don’t think that’s what’s important right now.”
    

    
      I asked as innocently as possible.
    

    
      “What the hell happened? Why are these orcs here?”
    

    
      “Ugh. I don’t know the details yet. But there are more Swamp Orcs.”
    

    
      “…What?”
    

    
      My eyes widened.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Generally, the number of beasts a Beast Pouch can hold depends on their weight.
    

    
      Heavier beasts mean fewer can fit, while lighter ones allow more.
    

    
      In this regard, Swamp Orcs were among the most efficient.
    

    
      Only 4th-grade, yet they boasted combat strength surpassing regular soldiers, excellent stamina, adaptability to any environment, and high intelligence.
    

    
      A Beast Pouch could hold twenty-five of them.
    

    
      One of which was a variant. 
    

    
      A champion with the runaway ability of ‘Might of the Giant.’
    

    
      So I knew.
    

    
      The number of Swamp Orc corpses here was only eight. 
    

    
      Naturally, no variant among them.
    

    
      I was just pretending to be shocked.
    

    
      Anyway, where were the remaining seventeen?
    

    
      Gwyn knew exactly.
    

    
      “You sure?”
    

    
      At my question, Gwyn nodded with a tense expression.
    

    
      “Yes. We saw it clearly.”
    

    
      To sum it up, it went like this.
    

    
      The Swamp Orcs had split into three groups upon appearing.
    

    
      One group, the eight we fought here. 
    

    
      Another headed west, and the last went east.
    

    
      The most urgent issue was the group that went east.
    

    
      East from here led downhill, and if you kept going, there was only one destination.
    

    
      The royal capital, Icata.
    

    
      If they reached it.
    

    
      If orcs suddenly burst into civilian homes, it was obvious how the already tense atmosphere of the empire would react and if the citizens learned the orcs came from the Academy.
    

    
      It was predictable.
    

    
      The Academy’s reputation would plummet completely.
    

    
      That outcome had to be prevented.
    

    
      No matter what.
    

    
      Even if it meant sacrifices, the Academy had to stop the orcs from spreading outward.
    

    
      And the moment my thoughts reached that point, a lightning bolt struck my mind.
    

    
      What if I, of all people, perfectly resolved this crisis?
    

    
      How would my standing and reputation at the Academy change?
    

    
      “But if you go further east from here, isn’t that Icata?”
    

    
      “Oh no, you’re right, Professor! What do we do!?”
    

    
      “Ugh. Obviously, we need to pursue them quickly. For now, I’ll go with… who among you is fast on their feet?”
    

    
      “Me! But, uh, I don’t know the way.”
    

    
      “Oh, come on.”
    

    
      No need to say more.
    

    
      No need to hesitate or think.
    

    
      Even in a barren desert, flowers bloom.
    

    
      This was an opportunity to overturn all my missteps and misjudgments.
    

    
      A hesitant new professor and kids floundering without direction.
    

    
      I stepped forward through the gap.
    

    
      “I’ll go.”
    

    
      All eyes turned to me.
    

    
      A strange sense of déjà vu washed over me.
    

    
      Yes. 
    

    
      This was the same setup as an hour ago when I was recommended for the assistant role and stepped forward.
    

    
      But now, an hour later.
    

    
      The way the kids looked at me was very different from then.
    

    
      “Two of you, come with me.”
    

    
      The real work starts now.
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      Professor Ilai interrupted.
    

    
      “Gerard. Even so, wouldn’t it be better for me, a professor, to go? No matter how I think about it, I’m worried about all of you.”
    

    
      I firmly shook my head.
    

    
      “No. I’m the better choice. You don’t know the geography around here well, do you, Professor?”
    

    
      At my blunt remark, Professor Ilai’s face briefly flushed, but she nodded readily.
    

    
      “You’re right. I can’t deny that part, honestly. But….”
    

    
      “And while the orcs heading east are important, dealing with the ones that entered the Academy is just as critical. Think about it. When reporting this urgent situation to the Academy and requesting support, whose words would carry more weight—mine or yours, Professor?”
    

    
      Only then did Professor Ilai let out a short, “Ah,” in realization.
    

    
      “You get it now, right?”
    

    
      Professor Ilai gave an awkward smile.
    

    
      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to undermine you this time either….”
    

    
      “It’s the truth, so it’s fine. Anyway, we’re moving out now.”
    

    
      “Be careful.”
    

    
      I nodded and turned around.
    

    
      There, two cadets were already waiting for me with tense expressions.
    

    
      “Ready?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      Gwyn and Hannes answered simultaneously.
    

    
      These two would join me in tracking the swamp orcs heading toward the city.
    

    
      The reason for taking only them was simple. 
    

    
      They were the only cadets here unaffected by the mana freeze, the aftermath of the beast pouch.
    

    
      There was also Yuria, but I excluded her because of her shoulder injury.
    

    
      To be blunt, a Yuria who couldn’t use magic was not just unhelpful—she’d be a burden. 
    

    
      In a situation where every second counted, dragging along a liability was the dumbest thing I could do.
    

    
      But it seemed she had a different opinion.
    

    
      “Please take me with you.”
    

    
      Yuria suddenly stepped forward, blocking my path. 
    

    
      I shook my head.
    

    
      “You. In your current state, you’d only hinder us.”
    

    
      “No. This little injury doesn’t bother me at all.”
    

    
      Damn it. 
    

    
      I was already pressed for time convincing Professor Ilai.
    

    
      The moment that thought crossed my mind, something in my head snapped.
    

    
      “Hey. Do you think this situation is a joke?”
    

    
      “…What?”
    

    
      Yuria’s eyes trembled violently as she looked at me.
    

    
      For a fleeting moment, seeing the disbelief in her eyes, I wondered, “Is my expression that scary?” But regardless, my mouth was already spilling words without any filter.
    

    
      “Don’t you understand how serious this is? This isn’t training or a spar. This is real combat where people could die. Every minute, every second counts right now. The longer we delay, the more innocent citizens will get hurt or killed by those orcs.”
    

    
      “…Ah.”
    

    
      “You’re not an idiot. You know this. Taking you, with your injury, would slow us down. Just like in the last battle, right?”
    

    
      Her body trembled as if struck by lightning.
    

    
      Yes, that last battle.
    

    
      If you had swallowed your pride and used magic, it would’ve been a little—no, a lot—easier.
    

    
      “If you understand, move aside. We don’t have time.”
    

    
      In the end, her head bowed deeply.
    

    
      I couldn’t see her expression beneath it. It was hidden.
    

    
      But her trembling shoulders told me she got the message.
    

    
      I brushed past her.
    

    
      “Didn’t you hear? I said we don’t have time. Follow me.”
    

    
      “Ah! Yes, sir!”
    

    
      Gwyn and Hannes, who had been standing there dazed, hurried after me.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Gwyn stared at his back in disbelief.
    

    
      This was unbelievable.
    

    
      Was that man really the infamous protagonist?
    

    
      Truly?
    

    
      Gwyn’s mind was a mess, overwhelmed by the sense that something was terribly wrong.
    

    
      “Listen up while we run. Swamp orcs are among the higher-tier 4th-grade beasts. They’re known to be tricky opponents due to their intelligence, which surpasses that of regular orcs.”
    

    
      They were sprinting at full speed.
    

    
      Even with their superior dynamic vision and balance compared to ordinary people, running full-tilt down a mountain slope littered with trees, rocks, and other obstacles was no easy feat.
    

    
      For Gwyn and Hannes, just focusing on running was overwhelming enough.
    

    
      But he was still briefing them.
    

    
      While running at full speed, just like them.
    

    
      No, was that even his maximum speed?
    

    
      Even more absurd was how his voice cut through the whooshing wind, reaching their ears with crystal clarity.
    

    
      “You’ve fought them once, so you should know. Especially you, Gwyn. You took on two of them at once, so you’d know better. How did it feel?”
    

    
      Gwyn swallowed hard to respond. 
    

    
      Running at full speed, he needed to regulate his breathing and speak loudly and clearly.
    

    
      But he didn’t wait for Gwyn.
    

    
      “You were probably shocked and flustered. You must’ve thought the two beasts perfectly split their roles between offense and defense to pressure you.”
    

    
      Gwyn nodded repeatedly. 
    

    
      It was the best reaction he could manage at the moment.
    

    
      “Right. That’s the kind of creatures they are. Unlike other beasts driven by instinct, they can think to some extent. They’re creatures that survive in the great forest, teeming with high-tier beasts. Even as 4th-grade, they’re not to be underestimated.”
    

    
      Suddenly, Gwyn recalled a childhood memory of hunting with his older brother, Payne Gaiard.
    

    
      That day, his brother wasn’t the splendid knight but a fierce, meticulous hunter. 
    

    
      Tracking a bear’s trail, Payne had explained the prey’s habits, precautions, and hunting methods to him.
    

    
      Driving the bear into a corner and finishing the hunt with unwavering caution—Payne’s image had left a powerful impression on Gwyn.
    

    
      “Remember this. Swamp orcs never travel alone.”
    

    
      But why was it?
    

    
      Gwyn felt as though he was seeing that same image of his brother in the senior before him. 
    

    
      For Gwyn, with his strong pride, this was something he could neither believe nor accept.
    

    
      Sure, he’d softened a bit. 
    

    
      But this was just a senior who was only two years older than him.
    

    
      His swordsmanship was unexpectedly impressive, and the fact that he could brief them while running without a single breath out of place was astonishing.
    

    
      And his judgment?
    

    
      A mentor might’ve considered taking Yuria, but he cut her out without hesitation because she’d be a hindrance. 
    

    
      That decisiveness was a fresh shock to Gwyn.
    

    
      “How is that supposed to be a failure?”
    

    
      Gwyn was gripped by intense doubt.
    

    
      How was this man the shame of the 888th class, a supposed wreck?
    

    
      Didn’t he skip lectures? Barely trained, holed up in the dorms to the point his peers forgot he existed?
    

    
      What if he didn’t attend lectures because he didn’t need to?
    

    
      What if he wasn’t ostracized by his peers but chose not to mingle with them?
    

    
      Gwyn glanced at Hannes running beside him.
    

    
      Hannes was his teammate.
    

    
      Ranked 13th in the entrance exam, a commoner but highly skilled, with a bold personality and natural charm that made him likable.
    

    
      But right now, Hannes had an entranced expression.
    

    
      It was a familiar look.
    

    
      It was the same expression the vassals wore when gazing at his father’s massive portrait in the manor.
    

    
      It was the look of someone revering a respected figure.
    

    
      At that, Gwyn felt both disappointment and anger.
    

    
      Both emotions were directed at himself.
    

    
      “This won’t do.”
    

    
      Gwyn steeled himself.
    

    
      He had to do better.
    

    
      No, he had to surpass merely doing well—he had to be exceptional.
    

    
      From a young age, he’d been taught not loyalty and submission but how to rule. 
    

    
      His life had always been at the top. 
    

    
      The idea of being beneath someone else was unimaginable.
    

    
      Gwyn recalled his father’s words before he left the duchy for the entrance ceremony.
    

    
      “‘Bend, but never break. That is the creed of our Gaiard family. Go and show them. Prove that our sword, once called the greatest in the empire… is still formidable.’”
    

    
      The destiny of his family.
    

    
      From the moment he left the duchy, he had to be the best, no matter where he was.
    

    
      Then, Gerard’s words pierced through Gwyn’s thoughts and sank into his mind.
    

    
      “…And what they’re most confident in is ambushing using the terrain. Just like this place.”
    

    
      Gwyn snapped to attention.
    

    
      At that moment, they were entering an area with particularly dense and overgrown foliage.
    

    
      Even Hannes’s silhouette, running right beside him, was hard to discern. 
    

    
      To Gwyn, there couldn’t have been a better spot for an ambush.
    

    
      —And in that instant, a flash of light gleamed before his eyes.
    

    
      Swish!
    

    
      The only reason Gwyn dodged the ambush was thanks to Gerard’s warning.
    

    
      It allowed him to stay alert and scan his surroundings, enabling him to evade. 
    

    
      Without Gerard, that attack would’ve put him in critical danger.
    

    
      And that fact enraged Gwyn.
    

    
      “Haaah!”
    

    
      Narrowly twisting his body to dodge, Gwyn gripped his greatsword tightly with both hands. 
    

    
      Gritting his teeth so hard they might crack, he swung the blade with the momentum of his twist.
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      A tremendous noise echoed through the forest.
    

    
      The strike was powerful enough to disrupt the swamp orc’s stance, which had the upper hand due to the ambush. 
    

    
      Gwyn pressed his advantage, unleashing his swordsmanship again. 
    

    
      The massive greatsword rained down on the orc like a storm.
    

    
      Just as he was about to split the orc’s skull, another presence emerged from behind. 
    

    
      It was another swamp orc, lying in wait for this exact moment.
    

    
      Then something astonishing happened.
    

    
      The greatsword, mid-swing toward the first orc, suddenly changed direction in midair, arcing toward the orc stealthily approaching from behind.
    

    
      Kiiik?
    

    
      The swamp orc glanced down at the sudden gust of wind rising from its feet, and that was the last thing it saw in its life.
    

    
      Having baited and felled one orc, Gwyn charged again at the first orc that had ambushed him.
    

    
      The orc resisted, but its rusty iron sword broke after exactly seven clashes, and on the eighth strike, its head flew off.
    

    
      Gwyn plunged his greatsword into the ground to support himself, panting heavily.
    

    
      “Huff. Huff.”
    

    
      It wasn’t his first time facing beasts, but such a desperate, life-or-death battle was a first for him.
    

    
      The overwhelming fatigue made him want to collapse on the spot.
    

    
      But he had to move again.
    

    
      During the initial ambush, he’d heard Hannes’s scream alongside it. 
    

    
      Hannes must’ve been ambushed too. 
    

    
      He needed to hurry and help him.
    

    
      But before he could, the bushes rustled, and Hannes’s face popped out.
    

    
      Startled, Gwyn shouted.
    

    
      “H-Hannes?!”
    

    
      “Gwyn! Are you okay?”
    

    
      “I’m fine. You? What happened?”
    

    
      “Well, I….”
    

    
      Hannes stepped aside.
    

    
      In the space where he’d stood, two swamp orcs lay dead, reduced to cold slabs of meat.
    

    
      “Senior Gerard helped me. Haha. I thought I was a goner.”
    

    
      “Ah,” Gwyn exhaled in relief.
    

    
      “That’s good. Then where’s Senior?”
    

    
      “He went ahead to track the remaining orcs. Oh! He said you’d handle things just fine on your own.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      For some reason, the fact that Gerard had left such words made Gwyn feel a strange sense of pride, but he quickly shook his head, rejecting the feeling.
    

    
      Acknowledgment was something a superior gave to an inferior as a form of praise.
    

    
      So instead of foolishly basking in it, he should be angry, Gwyn told himself firmly.
    

    
      “What’s wrong, Gwyn?”
    

    
      “…What?”
    

    
      “You were grinning, then suddenly scowled. Are you hurt or something?”
    

    
      “…Ahem. It’s nothing. Let’s hurry and catch up.”
    

    
      As Gwyn hastily left, Hannes tilted his head in confusion.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Thud—!
    

    
      A dagger flew and lodged into the neck of a swamp orc attempting to scale the outer wall.
    

    
      The orc, its nape pierced, crashed to the ground like a bird without wings. 
    

    
      Approaching it, I confirmed it was already dead. 
    

    
      I retrieved the dagger and quickly scanned the surroundings. 
    

    
      No one was around. 
    

    
      No signs of life either.
    

    
      I hurriedly collected the dagger, dragged the orc, and hid it in the bushes.
    

    
      “Phew.”
    

    
      That was close.
    

    
      Beyond the wall, buildings and chimneys jutted out sharply.
    

    
      Icata.
    

    
      If I’d been a few seconds late, this thing would’ve breached the wall and caused chaos inside. 
    

    
      The thought made my head spin. 
    

    
      Phew.
    

    
      That’s why I had no choice but to use the dagger.
    

    
      I’d been carrying a dagger for [Telekinesis] training, and it turned out to be a godsend.
    

    
      I drew my sword from my waist and made a new wound on the orc’s neck to cover the dagger’s mark.
    

    
      No witnesses. 
    

    
      This should fool the investigation team too.
    

    
      Then, I heard movement, and two faces popped out.
    

    
      Gwyn and Hannes.
    

    
      Hannes asked with a frantic expression.
    

    
      “Senior! What happened? Are you okay? You’re not hurt, are you?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “Then? Those guys—I mean, the swamp orcs?”
    

    
      “All taken care of. This was the last one. So stop making a fuss.”
    

    
      I nudged the orc sprawled on the ground with my foot.
    

    
      Only then did Hannes slump to the ground, exhausted. 
    

    
      Steam rose from their clothes, evidence of how hard they’d run to get here.
    

    
      “Ah. Thank goodness! I thought we were in serious trouble.”
    

    
      “…Good work, Senior.”
    

    
      Gwyn spoke, looking at me.
    

    
      His chest heaved relentlessly, but his expression was calm. 
    

    
      It was obvious he was too proud to show weakness in front of me, and I just smirked.
    

    
      Come to think of it, wasn’t this the first time he called me Senior?
    

    
      “Well done. You both did great.”
    

    
      I approached and patted their shoulders, and Gwyn’s face suddenly dropped.
    

    
      What’s that? Why are his ears turning red?
    

    
      “Don’t get too comfortable. The situation isn’t over yet. There’s still another group inside the Academy, so we need to join Professor Ilai and deal with them.”
    

    
      “Yes, sir!”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      But when we reached the forest, everything was already over.
    

    
      Academy guards in orange light armor were combing through the woods, collecting swamp orc corpses. 
    

    
      Cadets were assisting them. 
    

    
      None of the cadets seemed injured.
    

    
      In a corner, Professor Ilai was speaking with other professors, her expression grave.
    

    
      There were two other professors.
    

    
      One was Baron Tesda, the Student Affairs Officer.
    

    
      He rarely left the Student Affairs Office unless it was a major issue, yet here he was. 
    

    
      That meant this incident was a significant matter for the Academy.
    

    
      If so, the other professor with Baron Tesda must be…
    

    
      My gaze naturally shifted to the other professor.
    

    
      My guess was spot-on. 
    

    
      He was none other than a department head representing an entire academic discipline.
    

    
      Allen Desico, Head of the Psychology Department.
    

    
      A renowned figure not just in the Academy but across the continent.
    

    
      Ahem!
       I cleared my throat.
    

    
      I had no idea what that man thought of me.
    

    
      Given his personality as described in the setting, he likely viewed me very negatively.
    

    
      But that was beside the point. 
    

    
      As a mere cadet, showing my best side was the smart move. 
    

    
      A bit of social maneuvering, you could say.
    

    
      Just then, Professor Ilai, who’d been talking with the other professors, spotted us and rushed over.
    

    
      “Gerard! Are you okay?”
    

    
      “Yes. I’m fine.”
    

    
      “Really? Truly?”
    

    
      Professor Ilai fussed over me, checking my body for injuries.
    

    
      She did the same for Gwyn and Hannes behind me.
    

    
      “Gerard.”
    

    
      Next, Baron approached.
    

    
      His face suggested he had a lot of questions. 
    

    
      But like Ilai, he first asked about my well-being, and I responded with a silent smile.
    

    
      “That was a foolish decision. Taking just two freshmen cadets to chase swamp orcs.”
    

    
      “I had no choice. The situation and time were both limited.”
    

    
      “You could’ve found another way. The Academy isn’t the only place with capable fighters. Icata has the Central Knights’ headquarters, the Capital Defense Force, and the Magic Corps. You could’ve left it to them.”
    

    
      “But that would’ve damaged the Academy’s reputation.”
    

    
      Baron’s brow furrowed deeply.
    

    
      “Really. You don’t back down an inch.”
    

    
      But soon, he looked at me with a resigned expression and gave a slight smirk.
    

    
      He didn’t ask about the outcome of the chase. 
    

    
      He’d already inferred the result from my words and actions.
    

    
      “It’s good to push hard, but take care of yourself too.”
    

    
      “Got it.”
    

    
      “Alright.”
    

    
      Then, a particularly gruff voice rang out from behind Baron.
    

    
      “How’d it go? Huh? How’d it go, I said.”
    

    
      Baron turned around.
    

    
      Allen, the department head, was approaching. 
    

    
      His eyes glared at me like he could kill.
    

    
      “So you’re Gerard? You sure look like the type to act recklessly, just as the rumors say.”
    

    
      What does that even look like?
    

    
      I wanted to ask, but his intimidating aura made me feel like he’d devour me if I did.
    

    
      “Hey. Why’re you just staring? I asked you a question, kid. How’d it go? Don’t tell me you gave up the chase and just came back? If so, you’d better brace yourself.”
    

    
      Allen growled, glaring at me.
    

    
      Who’d think this guy was a mage? He’s a total thug.
    

    
      As Allen’s booming voice echoed, all eyes in the area turned to me.
    

    
      Baron looked at me with expectant eyes, and Professor Ilai, who’d been checking on the cadets, paused to look my way. 
    

    
      Others swallowed hard, awaiting my response.
    

    
      Everyone here was curious.
    

    
      Did Gerard succeed in eliminating all the swamp orcs?
    

    
      Did he successfully prevent the crisis that could’ve tarnished the Academy’s honor?
    

    
      Finally, I opened my mouth.
    

    
      “I…”
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      The day passed like a flash.
    

    
      I was so out of it that I thought it might’ve been better to chase after the swamp orcs one more time.
    

    
      What I vaguely remember is explaining the situation in front of the professors, writing an incident report, and going around to each professor whose lectures I missed due to the accident to ask for their understanding.
    

    
      There were a few other things, but just thinking about them is exhausting, so I decide to let it go.
    

    
      Still, I’m doing better than most.
    

    
      Gwyn and Reinz, who witnessed the beast pouch and even went so far as to detonate it, were currently being dragged to the Central Knights’ headquarters.
    

    
      They’re probably getting an earful of verbal abuse and threats under the guise of an investigation. 
    

    
      Knights are the type to be merciless toward their “enemies,” after all.
    

    
      Of course, Gwyn’s an exception, with his solid backing.
    

    
      “Still, it’s a relief they didn’t get sent to the Special Magic Corps right off the bat.”
    

    
      Unlike the Central Knights’ headquarters, which prioritizes legitimacy, the Special Magic Corps is a group that pursues efficiency above all else.
    

    
      Their methods are swift and designed to maximize results, often involving magical torture that digs ruthlessly into the subject’s mind to extract whatever they want.
    

    
      They don’t care if the subject can’t withstand it and dies of shock or ends up a fool.
    

    
      Of course, Gwyn’s got the backing of Duke Gaiard, so he wouldn’t be pushed that far.
    

    
      As for Reinz…
    

    
      Honestly, I don’t know.
    

    
      I hope we’re not losing a valuable talent for no reason.
    

    
      The 890th class being called the greatest in history isn’t just because of Ivan, Gwyn, and Karina. 
    

    
      The other cadets in the class have exceptional potential, too, which is why the entire cohort is dubbed the golden generation.
    

    
      Each one of them will be a vital asset when we face off against the Beltus Cult later.
    

    
      Sure, Reinz was a bit of a jerk to me, but that’s beside the point.
    

    
      I need to think bigger.
    

    
      “Well, I can only hope nothing bad happens.”
    

    
      Anyway.
    

    
      After scrambling through my last class, I was now heading toward the main building.
    

    
      To be precise, the recovery ward in the main building.
    

    
      There was someone I needed to meet there.
    

    
      Knock knock. 
    

    
      I entered after knocking, and a sharp medicinal smell stung my nose. 
    

    
      A humidifier puffing out steam. 
    

    
      Rows of beds lined up. 
    

    
      The typical hospital ward scene.
    

    
      “…Huh?”
    

    
      “Oh. Greetings, Sir… Gerard.”
    

    
      A few people lying on the beds acknowledged me.
    

    
      They were new cadets. 
    

    
      Probably injured while fighting the swamp orcs. 
    

    
      I gave them my kindest smile and returned their greetings.
    

    
      “Eek!”
    

    
      But what’s with those startled reactions in between?
    

    
      “S-sorry! Your smile was just… too scary…”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      Ignoring them, I headed to a bed in the corner.
    

    
      There he was, lying down.
    

    
      “Oh. You’re here?”
    

    
      He opened his eyes the moment he sensed my presence and greeted me.
    

    
      I thought he’d be out cold for at least a night, but as expected of the protagonist, his body’s recovery speed seems to be something else.
    

    
      He woke up early.
    

    
      “Food?”
    

    
      “Not yet. They’ll bring it soon.”
    

    
      “Mine? They’re not giving me any, right?”
    

    
      He, Ivan, laughed silently at my lame joke.
    

    
      Ivan was wrapped in bandages from head to toe.
    

    
      The bandages, originally white, were stained with patches of red blood, and the ones half-covering his face completely hid his usual gentle expression. 
    

    
      Just looking at him, you’d think he could drop dead any moment and it wouldn’t be surprising.
    

    
      “Congratulations. I heard you finally got the assistant position?”
    

    
      “Not yet. The professor’s been busy with the aftermath, so it’ll probably be announced at the next lecture.”
    

    
      “It’s a done deal. Twilight. Our team found it.”
    

    
      Ivan was right.
    

    
      While we were busy fending off the swamp orcs, I hadn’t even thought about the “Twilight of the Dawnflower,” but surprisingly, one of my team members had found it.
    

    
      “Well, thanks to you guys.”
    

    
      I pulled up a chair and sat down.
    

    
      It seemed like this was going to be a long talk.
    

    
      “But how’d you know?”
    

    
      “Yuria stopped by. Just a bit ago.”
    

    
      “Oh.”
    

    
      It hit me belatedly.
    

    
      Yuria.
    

    
      I should check on her, too. 
    

    
      I’ve been so swamped I forgot.
    

    
      “Come to think of it, she’s your mentee, right? Shouldn’t you go see her?”
    

    
      “It’s fine. She’s the type to do well on her own.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “More importantly, I’m sorry. As the leader, I should’ve looked out for you, my team member. It’s largely my fault you ended up like this.”
    

    
      Ivan shook his head.
    

    
      “No. I don’t think that at all. I’m actually grateful. Thanks to your leadership, our team won and even got bonus points. And…”
    

    
      After a brief pause, Ivan continued in a clearer tone.
    

    
      “…I was able to take revenge. You don’t need to feel sorry.”
    

    
      Revenge.
    

    
      The revenge he spoke of referred to slaughtering the swamp orcs.
    

    
      I heard about it after everything was over.
    

    
      After reporting the results to Department Head Allen and the professors, I learned what happened to the remaining swamp orcs that fled into the forest.
    

    
      Until then, I assumed Professor Ilai, the staff, or the guards had taken care of them.
    

    
      Shockingly, that wasn’t the case.
    

    
      It was Ivan.
    

    
      A few other cadets contributed, but the one who stood at the forefront and wiped out the swamp orcs was undoubtedly Ivan.
    

    
      When Hannes told me this, I couldn’t help but fall into a brief panic.
    

    
      Because the Ivan I knew wasn’t 
      that
       strong.
    

    
      The Ivan here was stronger than the Ivan I knew from the game.
    

    
      His growth rate was on a whole different level.
    

    
      Even if he awakened due to a sense of loss, this is still the early part of the story. 
    

    
      I couldn’t imagine Ivan—not just taking on one or two swamp orcs but diving into the middle of a horde and overpowering them.
    

    
      And…
    

    
      I glanced up at the bandages covering half of Ivan’s face.
    

    
      Those were the wounds he got from 
      that
       thing.
    

    
      The variant, the champion of the horde.
    

    
      Even that variant, upgraded with the artifact “Might of the Giant” and dark magic, fell to Ivan’s hands.
    

    
      They say he swung his sword like a madman, tearing it to pieces.
    

    
      I shook my head after hearing that even the department head was furious about it.
    

    
      Truly, his tenacity and growth rate are terrifying.
    

    
      Ivan’s words snapped me out of my thoughts.
    

    
      “And there’s one more thing I’m grateful to you for, senior.”
    

    
      “Hm? To me?”
    

    
      “Yes. At the funeral a few days ago. You stayed until the end to see my parents off.”
    

    
      “Oh.”
    

    
      “Thank you. Really.”
    

    
      I gave a bitter smile.
    

    
      That was my own form of atonement.
    

    
      A silent excuse to lessen my guilt. 
    

    
      An act I couldn’t deny even if someone called it cowardly self-comfort.
    

    
      But this innocent junior, unaware of my inner turmoil, must’ve misinterpreted my bitter expression. 
    

    
      He hurriedly added, “Oh! Of course, it was a condolence for all the victims, not just my parents. It’s just, that’s how it looked to me. Yeah, to my eyes. So I was personally really grateful to you.”
    

    
      And at that moment, I felt it again.
    

    
      The human heart is truly fickle.
    

    
      We’re fated to be enemies.
    

    
      But if he feels this gratitude toward me, could our relationship change in the distant future?
    

    
      If I build more favor here, could I make Ivan, like Yuria, a reliable ally? That thought started creeping up.
    

    
      But Ivan’s next words shattered those expectations.
    

    
      “Anyway, this is just the start. My real target is the ones behind it. The masterminds who ruined the Entrance Festival. No, not just them—their families, friends, colleagues, anyone even remotely connected.”
    

    
      “…!”
    

    
      “I won’t let them die easily. I’ll make sure—absolutely sure—they feel pain far worse than what I did. That’s my goal.”
    

    
      Eyes blazing with hatred.
    

    
      I saw intense obsession and madness in them.
    

    
      “So please watch closely, senior. Haha.”
    

    
      But just as quickly, all those emotions vanished as if washed away.
    

    
      “Oh. Was that too heavy?”
    

    
      What remained was Ivan, sheepishly scratching his cheek.
    

    
      Suddenly, his bandaged figure reminded me of a cocoon just before a new transformation.
    

    
      “How long will recovery take?”
    

    
      “Hm. They say about a week. My body’s a bit sturdy, I guess.”
    

    
      No. Three days.
    

    
      That’s how long it’ll take for a genius to shed his shell completely and step into the world.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      [Attention. This is an announcement from the main building. 888th class Gerard, please report to the conference hall immediately. Once again, 888th class Gerard, to the conference hall now…]
    

    
      As I left the recovery ward, a broadcast calling for me echoed across the academy grounds.
    

    
      My heart sank.
    

    
      The first thought that hit me was, why?
    

    
      The conference hall is where the Vice-Dean, department heads, and advisors gather for meetings. 
    

    
      Right now, they’re probably discussing today’s incident.
    

    
      I head there, thinking through various possibilities on the way.
    

    
      Along the way, I noticed a spiderweb draped over the stairs. 
    

    
      A sudden idea struck me, and I carefully caught the spider and slipped it into my pocket.
    

    
      The conference hall was in the same main building as the recovery ward, so I arrived quickly.
    

    
      A man standing at the entrance turned to me.
    

    
      “Here, Gerard. This way.”
    

    
      The man with a cold demeanor was Pirion Lil.
    

    
      The head of the Martial Arts Department, just like Allen Desico.
    

    
      I figured someone would be waiting for me, but I didn’t expect it to be Pirion of all people. I thought it’d be one of the advisors at most.
    

    
      “This is our first time talking like this. Do you know who I am?”
    

    
      Of course I do.
    

    
      “Yes. Department Head.”
    

    
      “Good. You’re about to enter the conference hall. The reason is that there are several questions about the report you submitted. You’ll go in and answer them.”
    

    
      He spat out the key points in an instant.
    

    
      Maybe because of that, my mind snapped into focus.
    

    
      The first thought that came to mind was, here it comes.
    

    
      Part of me hoped they were calling me to discuss rewards for my contributions.
    

    
      But if that were the case, they wouldn’t have summoned me to the conference hall.
    

    
      What are the questions? Doubts that arose while cross-referencing my report with other evidence?
    

    
      It’d be good to prepare, but unfortunately, there was no time.
    

    
      “Any questions?”
    

    
      “None.”
    

    
      “Then let’s go in and a warning—don’t even think about playing tricks with your answers.”
    

    
      With that cold remark, he immediately turned the doorknob.
    

    
      Creak…
    

    
      A blinding light poured through the gap as the double doors opened.
    

    
      I swallowed hard.
    

    
      I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t nervous.
    

    
      This was completely unexpected. 
    

    
      It felt like being thrown into a battlefield without a weapon.
    

    
      Moreover, the people inside aren’t to be taken lightly.
    

    
      Each one is a seasoned authority in their field.
    

    
      One wrong move, and they’ll catch me in an instant.
    

    
      I need to stay sharp.
    

    
      I was hyping myself up when—
    

    
      At the far end of the long table.
    

    
      The moment I saw 
      him
       sitting at the head, my mind went blank.
    

    
      The Dean, Bell Toro.
    

    
      A man who never attends royal events or academy affairs, so mysterious he’s called the continent’s greatest enigma.
    

    
      Why is 
      he
       here?
    

    
      ──BAM!
    

    
      And with that, the conference hall doors slammed shut.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      It’s not wrong.
    

    
      There’s nothing strange about the Dean attending a meeting.
    

    
      But it’s definitely unsettling.
    

    
      Even after seeing the ending of 
      Heroes of Frey
       dozens of times, he’s the one character whose true nature I still don’t fully grasp.
    

    
      He has little presence in the main story, few appearances, and scant information in the lore.
    

    
      But does that mean his influence on the world is small? Not at all.
    

    
      He’s undeniably one of the three pillars upholding the Frey Empire.
    

    
      In other words, the Dean is the perfect counter to me, who’s only dealt with familiar characters so far.
    

    
      Damn it. My palms are sweaty.
    

    
      “Don’t just stand there. Sit.”
    

    
      The Vice-Dean pointed to a seat at the end of the table.
    

    
      Sitting there, I naturally faced Bell Toro head-on.
    

    
      …His transparent, water-like eyes slowly scanned me.
    

    
      It felt like he was trying to see through every part of me. 
    

    
      Those eyes were like a dark well, impossible to gauge.
    

    
      His age is impossible to guess beyond “very old.” 
    

    
      He looks like a well-maintained middle-aged man, but holding the position of academy Dean for over a century means he’s far older. 
    

    
      Naturally, his prowess matches.
    

    
      “You don’t look surprised. Or nervous, for that matter.”
    

    
      He muttered dryly.
    

    
      My fingers twitched instinctively. 
    

    
      There was no expression on the Dean’s face as he stared at me. 
    

    
      But if you looked closely, the corners of his mouth were ever so slightly upturned.
    

    
      “Is this not your first time in here?”
    

    
      At those words, I was so shocked I thought my heart stopped.
    

    
      If it weren’t for my [Coolheadedness] trait, my poker face would’ve crumbled. 
    

    
      I managed to shake my head quickly.
    

    
      “No way. It’s my first time.”
    

    
      “Is it?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Hm.”
    

    
      “Interesting,” he muttered again.
    

    
      I’m not finding this interesting at all.
    

    
      Far from fun, I’m dying here.
    

    
      The Dean then crossed his arms and leaned back comfortably in his chair.
    

    
      As his gaze lifted, I felt the tension in my body release. 
    

    
      It was like escaping an invisible pressure that had been constricting me.
    

    
      But that only made me more anxious.
    

    
      One slip of the tongue, and I’m done for.
    

    
      I’m already this nervous—what if I mess up later? My mind’s already tangling like a ball of yarn.
    

    
      The situation is still a bed of thorns.
    

    
      It’s because of the gazes pouring in from both sides.
    

    
      Advisors for each class year. 
    

    
      Department heads, including the two main ones, and the Vice-Dean are all staring at me.
    

    
      Among them are familiar faces like Professor Ilai and Baron Tesda, the Student Affairs Officer. 
    

    
      Their presence is a small relief.
    

    
      “So, you’re Gerard.”
    

    
      The Vice-Dean spoke first.
    

    
      In front of him were several documents, one of which he picked up and waved side to side.
    

    
      “Do you know what this is?”
    

    
      “It’s the incident report I submitted regarding the accident in the eastern forest this morning.”
    

    
      “Correct. We were discussing it among ourselves, and a few questions came up. Oh, we’re not doubting you or your report. These are just points of curiosity.”
    

    
      Curiosity and suspicion are only a hair’s breadth apart.
    

    
      Even if someone’s genuinely curious, the moment bias creeps in, it can easily turn into suspicion.
    

    
      And in this room, aside from Professor Ilai and Baron Tesda, it’s safe to assume no one’s looking at me favorably.
    

    
      In other words, most of them suspect me.
    

    
      “…I heard a bit about it before coming.”
    

    
      “Did you? Then this should be quick. Let’s get started, Personnel Officer.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      The Personnel Officer, Rodrig, stood up abruptly, looking down at me with his usual stern face.
    

    
      “Let me first clarify that everyone in this room is fully aware of the incident that occurred this morning, Gerard. So, answer only with the truth, without any falsehoods, about what you know. Understood?”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      “There are three matters arising from your report.”
    

    
      Three matters.
    

    
      What could they be? I racked my brain, staring tensely at her red lips.
    

    
      “Now, the first question.”
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      "Here's the first question. According to the other cadets, you were certain that the 'Twilight of the Dawnflower' was at the pondside in the east. Is that correct?"
    

    
      "Yes."
    

    
      "How could you be so sure of that?"
    

    
      Rodrig looks at me with a businesslike expression.
    

    
      I take a moment to steady my breathing. 
    

    
      For now, there’s no hint in the first question itself that suggests they suspect my true identity. 
    

    
      It’s a point that could reasonably puzzle them, given their need to examine the incident from all angles.
    

    
      So, as my response, I had to bring up the backstory I hadn’t included in the report.
    

    
      "An hour before the lecture, I met Professor Ilai."
    

    
      All eyes turn to Professor Ilai, seated to one side.
    

    
      "Why?"
    

    
      "It was by chance. As you all know, I hadn’t been actively participating in lectures. So, I went to the outer forest early, partly for a walk and partly to get accustomed to the lecture atmosphere. But the professor…"
    

    
      "From there, I’ll take over, Gerard. At that time, I was making my own preparations for the lecture and just as I finished, I ‘happened’ to run into Gerard."
    

    
      The professors nod. 
    

    
      It’s less an agreement with my response and more an unconscious gesture stemming from their absolute trust in Ilai, a cleric of the Cathedral.
    

    
      Seeing that, I realize becoming an herbology assistant was truly a stroke of luck.
    

    
      I should make an effort to get closer to Professor Ilai during my time as her assistant.
    

    
      "But what does that have to do with the question? Are you saying Professor Ilai told only you where the ‘Twilight of the Dawnflower’ was?"
    

    
      "No, that’s not it. I deduced her movements based on the direction she was coming from. That deduction just happened to pay off, that’s all."
    

    
      "Then the certainty? How could you speak with such confidence about something that was merely a deduction?"
    

    
      "Naturally, I wasn’t 100 percent certain. I just spoke strongly to gain the trust of my juniors. That’s also why I split the team into two groups."
    

    
      "Hmm."
    

    
      Rodrig strokes his chin once and glances at someone.
    

    
      It was the Vice-Dean. 
    

    
      When the Vice-Dean nods, Rodrig moves on to the next question.
    

    
      "Alright. Then the second question. That pondside is a place even long-serving academy staff barely know about. How on earth did 
      you
       know about it?"
    

    
      "I like quiet places, so I often wander around the outskirts. It’s been about two months since I found that spot."
    

    
      My response flows smoothly, without hesitation.
    

    
      That’s when it happens.
    

    
      An irritating voice cuts in.
    

    
      "Hmph. You, with a hobby of taking walks? A passing dog would laugh at that."
    

    
      It’s Allen Desico, the head of the Psychology Department.
    

    
      "The more I hear, the more absurd it gets. They say it’s harder to spot you on campus than to pluck a star from the sky because you’re always holed up in your dorm. What? Wandering is your hobby? Are you joking? Where’s this nonsense coming from!"
    

    
      Suddenly, he shouts in a burst of anger.
    

    
      Some professors—those from the Martial Arts Department, who don’t get along with the Psychology Department—look at him with disapproval, but they don’t intervene. 
    

    
      They, too, find my answer suspicious.
    

    
      "Don’t raise your voice. The Dean is present."
    

    
      "Ah! My apologies, Vice-Dean. This young punk is spouting lies without knowing his place, and it got my blood boiling."
    

    
      "We’ll find out if it’s a lie or not by hearing more. Isn’t that right?"
    

    
      The Vice-Dean’s gaze lands on me.
    

    
      I nod and open my mouth again.
    

    
      "Professor Allen seems to know quite a bit about me, doesn’t he?"
    

    
      "How could I not? You’re infamous, in all the wrong ways."
    

    
      "But if you think about it the other way, if no one’s seen me, doesn’t that mean those rumors aren’t reliable either?"
    

    
      "…What?"
    

    
      Allen’s face crumples, as if I’m spouting nonsense.
    

    
      "Your logic that my words are lies, Professor. I’m saying the premise itself is flawed. If no one’s seen me in the first place, how would anyone know whether I’m holed up in my dorm or out taking a walk somewhere else?"
    

    
      "…"
    

    
      "And there’s someone here who 
      has
       seen me taking a walk. Why leave that out of the conversation?"
    

    
      I glance at Professor Ilai as I speak.
    

    
      Professor Ilai nods.
    

    
      "As I mentioned, I met Gerard today while he was out for a walk."
    

    
      No matter how much authority Allen holds as the head of the Psychology Department, he can’t help but find Ilai, who has the Cathedral’s backing, difficult to deal with. 
    

    
      He glares at her but eventually looks away first.
    

    
      "Damn it."
    

    
      Long live the Cathedral.
    

    
      I resolved once again.
    

    
      I’m sticking with Professor Ilai to the end.
    

    
      That takes care of the second question.
    

    
      What’s the third?
    

    
      "Now, the final question."
    

    
      Rodrig speaks.
    

    
      "I heard that it was you, Gerard, who took down the majority of the swamp orcs."
    

    
      "Yes."
    

    
      "I honestly had no idea you possessed such remarkable swordsmanship skills."
    

    
      The moment I hear those words, sweat beads on my palms.
    

    
      Suppressing the rising sense of unease, I feign ignorance and ask back.
    

    
      "I’m not sure I understand the intent behind your question."
    

    
      "What I mean is this: do you truly have the skill to kill that many swamp orcs? To be honest, considering the rather lacking and underwhelming impression you’ve given so far, it’s hard for us to picture that scene. That’s the consensus among us."
    

    
      "I don’t quite follow. Then what about the swamp orcs I killed? Did they just commit suicide?"
    

    
      "That’s unknown. But… it’s entirely possible, isn’t it?"
    

    
      Rodrig’s eyes glint sharply as he looks at me.
    

    
      For a moment, my breath catches in my throat.
    

    
      They say when something is too absurd, your mind goes blank. 
    

    
      Damn it, that’s exactly how I feel right now.
    

    
      So, what, I manipulated the swamp orcs to kill themselves or something?
    

    
      Or are they already convinced that I orchestrated this entire incident?
    

    
      I glance around.
    

    
      The professors are staring at me intently. 
    

    
      Their gazes feel as sharp as blades, ready to draw blood the moment they spot a weakness.
    

    
      At the same time, a heavy pressure I hadn’t felt until now weighs down on my shoulders.
    

    
      Honestly, I don’t know.
    

    
      It could be the former, the latter, or both.
    

    
      But one thing is certain: the professors view me far more negatively than I had thought.
    

    
      In other words, this suspicion was bound to arise sooner or later.
    

    
      What should I do?
    

    
      Should I draw my sword and perform a sword dance or something? 
    

    
      Would that dispel their doubts?
    

    
      As I rack my brain, I part my dry lips.
    

    
      "There are plenty of people who witnessed me fighting. What do they say?"
    

    
      The response comes from another source.
    

    
      Once again, it’s Professor Allen.
    

    
      "Those are just first-year brats. What do they know? Whether someone was helping you from the shadows or if you were using some other trickery."
    

    
      "…"
    

    
      "Or maybe it was all a scripted act. Even Professor Ilai, a cleric ignorant of combat, could have been deceived if you set out to fool her. Isn’t that right?"
    

    
      "Impressive, as expected."
    

    
      "What’s that supposed to mean?"
    

    
      "As the head of the Psychology Department, your imagination is truly remarkable."
    

    
      "Ha. This wet-behind-the-ears kid, really."
    

    
      Allen shoots up from his seat.
    

    
      A sneer on his face.
    

    
      But his eyes, glaring at me, are wide open, as if he’s ready to tear me apart.
    

    
      "I’ve been sick of you since earlier, you punk. I’ll personally teach you a lesson."
    

    
      That’s when it happens.
    

    
      A low voice resonates through the meeting room, washing away his anger like it was never there.
    

    
      "Hmm. Shall we conclude the hearing here?"
    

    
      "What? But, Dean…"
    

    
      "Enough, Professor Allen. To condemn a promising young man just starting to bloom, based solely on suspicion without evidence—does that seem right?"
    

    
      Professor Allen raises his voice in frustration.
    

    
      "But isn’t it strange? A kid who’s never properly attended a lecture or trained has that kind of skill?"
    

    
      "Maybe he trained diligently in secret. Like he said earlier, no one saw him, so no one knew until now."
    

    
      The Dean glances at me with a peculiar smile and asks.
    

    
      "Right, Gerard?"
    

    
      I silently nod.
    

    
      "And whether his skills are real or fake, we’ll find out soon enough. There are evaluations and off-campus activities coming up. So, let’s end the debate here and move on to the real important matter."
    

    
      "Important matter…?"
    

    
      "It’s about discussing what kind of reward to give our proud 888th-class cadet for saving the academy from a crisis."
    

    
      "…!"
    

    
      Allen’s eyes widen, but the Dean doesn’t even glance his way and continues speaking to me.
    

    
      "Gerard. What you accomplished this time has set an example for many cadets. Moreover, you played a pivotal role in protecting the academy’s assets and upholding its prestige. For that, I intend to personally grant you a reward."
    

    
      The fist resting on my knee instinctively clenches.
    

    
      They say life is like a wave—after a crisis comes fortune. 
    

    
      I never expected that fortune to arrive so quickly.
    

    
      It makes me tremble.
    

    
      But hearing what that fortune entails makes me tremble even more.
    

    
      A reward personally bestowed by the Dean!
    

    
      I swallow hard and stare intently at his lips.
    

    
      "Do you have any artifacts in your possession?"
    

    
      "Artifacts… you say?"
    

    
      "Yes."
    

    
      I do.
    

    
      I have one.
    

    
      But I’m not clueless enough to honestly say “I have one” here.
    

    
      That’d be idiotic.
    

    
      "None."
    

    
      A satisfied smile forms on the Dean’s lips.
    

    
      "Good. If you don’t have one, I was planning to provide you with one."
    

    
      "…!"
    

    
      "What would you like?"
    

    
      I sink into a moment of blissful deliberation.
    

    
      Allen glares at me from the side, his expression practically screaming for me to pick something random and get lost.
    

    
      Sorry, pal. 
    

    
      I’m going to take my sweet time and settle in comfortably.
    

    
      Then, an artifact pops into my head with a 
      ding
      .
    

    
      "Could you possibly get 
      this
       one for me?"
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      [Fortunately, the Cult doesn’t seem to consider the request a failure.]
    

    
      [Oh, really?]
    

    
      [Yes. Their goal was to prevent the secrets of the Beast Pouch from being revealed to the Empire. Since the Beast Pouch that failed to activate exploded and vanished without a trace, they achieved their objective.]
    

    
      [Then…]
    

    
      I ask with an expectant expression.
    

    
      [The reward for the request?]
    

    
      [That’s obviously nonexistent. The request was to retrieve the item, after all.]
    

    
      [Disappointing.]
    

    
      […That’s 
      my
       line. Do you have no conscience? What were you even doing to fail a request like this?]
    

    
      At the bench in the green space I visit every day after finishing my morning jog.
    

    
      Disguised as a janitor, Luis is diligently sweeping with a broom while ceaselessly muttering through Whisper.
    

    
      [The Cult doesn’t know the Master is a cadet, so they let this slide, but I’m not so lenient. Honestly, you had plenty of chances to retrieve the item. Why didn’t you?]
    

    
      [There weren’t any.]
    

    
      [No way.]
    

    
      [Seriously, there weren’t. I had an important lecture.]
    

    
      Luis stops sweeping and looks at me with an incredulous expression.
    

    
      […A lecture? Are you joking right now?]
    

    
      I shrug, and a deep sigh, as if the ground itself is collapsing, pierces my mind.
    

    
      [Honestly, that’s not the only thing that bothers me. I heard you even became the mentor of a cadet named Yuria.]
    

    
      [What? How’d you know?]
    

    
      [That’s not important right now and I heard you were at the forefront of repelling the orc attack. What on earth are you thinking, creating a situation like this? I can’t comprehend it at all.]
    

    
      I stare blankly at Luis.
    

    
      Having met him and received reports from him dozens of times now, I’ve come to understand his personality to some extent.
    

    
      He’s the epitome of loyalty.
    

    
      At first, I thought that loyalty was directed toward the guild, Shadow, not me. 
    

    
      I even suspected that if I strayed from the path that served the guild, he might immediately sell me out to the Cult to eliminate me.
    

    
      But now I know.
    

    
      It was all a misunderstanding.
    

    
      He genuinely respects and serves me as his Master.
    

    
      [If living as an academy cadet has sparked other ambitions, please reconsider. If not, for the sake of Shadow’s safety, please refrain from reckless actions. Master… you are Shadow’s last remaining hope.]
    

    
      [Don’t worry. I have a plan for all of this. Just trust me.]
    

    
      Swoosh, swoosh.
       The broom sweeping the ground stops again.
    

    
      Luis is staring at me silently and his expression is something else.
    

    
      It’s the look of someone who doesn’t trust me one bit and is deeply worried.
    

    
      [Speaking of which, Luis. Get me an item.]
    

    
      And that expression crumples even further.
    

    
      […What item?]
    

    
      For a while after my response, I had to endure Luis’s nagging.
    

    
      After parting with Luis, I return straight to the dormitory.
    

    
      I grab a quick breakfast with some bread and finish preparing for lectures, leaving some time to spare.
    

    
      I sit on the edge of my bed.
    

    
      I review my future plans.
    

    
      The most urgent task right now is my level.
    

    
      I need to raise my level to increase my mental strength, which will allow me to deepen my bond with my summon and ultimately use [Phase Shift].
    

    
      All of this needs to be perfectly prepared so I can rob the Vault before the Vision selection. 
    

    
      Completing a technique combining [Dagger Arts] and [Telekinesis] is just a bonus.
    

    
      The problem is that the Vision selection day is fast approaching.
    

    
      In contrast, my level is still stuck at 31.
    

    
      I should have successfully completed the Beast Pouch mission to achieve some growth, but the plan went awry, and I blew the opportunity.
    

    
      But after yesterday’s events, a thought struck me like lightning.
    

    
      Do I really need to obsess over leveling up?
    

    
      What I need is ‘mental strength.’ If I can just increase my mental strength, that’s all that matters.
    

    
      There are various ways to boost stats.
    

    
      Leveling up, meditation, or physical training are just some of the methods. 
    

    
      Artifacts or items can also provide significant stat boosts.
    

    
      Yes, items.
    

    
      I had forgotten about the existence of items.
    

    
      Why do people talk about ‘gear advantage’ in the first place?
    

    
      And why are veterans called veterans?
    

    
      Because of their sense, physical skills, and ability to find and use the right items at the right time—that’s what makes a veteran.
    

    
      To be honest, as someone who prided myself on being a veteran, it’s pretty embarrassing to only realize this now.
    

    
      If I were to make an excuse, I’d say my perspective had narrowed. 
    

    
      I was so focused on the single goal of survival, charging forward blindly.
    

    
      The pressure of walking a tightrope between the Cult and the Academy didn’t help.
    

    
      Trying to follow the main storyline and find solutions within it caused me to miss the bigger picture.
    

    
      I am a thief and I know a ton of information about this world.
    

    
      An item to boost my lacking mental strength? I can list them off with my eyes closed.
    

    
      Among them, if I narrow it down to items I can obtain with my current thievery skills and that offer the best efficiency, one perfect item remains.
    

    
      I glance at the calendar.
    

    
      The timing is just right.
    

    
      Tomorrow at midnight, I’ll start working on it. 
    

    
      I formulate a plan based on the simulations running in my head.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Time passes quickly, and the next day arrives.
    

    
      After finishing lectures and returning to the dormitory, I notice two packages placed in front of my door.
    

    
      "What’s this?"
    

    
      I check, and one is from ‘Terrier Tailor Shop.’
    

    
      The sender is a tailor, Luis.
    

    
      Right. 
    

    
      This tailor is the butler Luis.
    

    
      It must be the item I asked him to prepare for my operation yesterday morning.
    

    
      "Delivered right on time."
    

    
      His work is always impeccable.
    

    
      But then, what’s this other one? 
    

    
      I picked up the second package to check.
    

    
      The sender’s name is Bell Toro and there’s only one person on this continent with the name Bell Toro. 
    

    
      The golden seal of the Academy Dean stands out vividly.
    

    
      A package sent directly by the Dean.
    

    
      What could he possibly send me? 
    

    
      A thought crosses my mind, and my face stiffens for a moment.
    

    
      "Haha. No way, he’s not 
      that
       crazy. He wouldn’t send 
      that
       in a package."
    

    
      I enter my room and immediately tear open the wrapping.
    

    
      And when I see the contents, my mind goes blank, as if I’ve been hit in the back of the head with a hammer.
    

    
      "Wow…"
    

    
      The item sent by the Dean is, indeed, an artifact.
    

    
      The moment is confirmed: Dean Bell Toro is officially a madman.
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      "Who the hell sends an artifact through a parcel?"
    

    
      What if someone stole it?
    

    
      It’s beyond absurd, it’s downright ridiculous.
    

    
      If the delivery person had been curious and noticed the seal, peeling back the packaging, the artifact surely wouldn’t have reached my hands intact.
    

    
      Common sense dictates that something as precious as an artifact should be sent through a person or delivered directly.
    

    
      "Anyway, good thing it arrived safely. That could’ve been a disaster."
    

    
      I looked at the object in my hand.
    

    
      A wooden box the size of my palm.
    

    
      Carefully opening the lid, I saw a small ring inside.
    

    
      A gasp of awe slipped through my lips.
    

    
      "Ooh."
    

    
      It looked unremarkable.
    

    
      No, its color had faded so much that the passage of time was impossible to gauge, but that very worn appearance was proof of its authenticity.
    

    
      The artifact 
      Star’s Blessing
      .
    

    
      It protects the wearer’s mind and body from mental attacks like illusions, charms, and curses, and its special ability, [Starlight], boosts all of the wearer’s stats by 20% during the day and 50% at night.
    

    
      This was the power of a Unique-grade artifact.
    

    
      A relic from ancient times that even the most advanced modern magitech couldn’t hope to replicate.
    

    
      Above it lies the 
      Legendary
       grade, but even Unique-grade artifacts are worlds apart from the mass-produced items commonly called artifacts—a true 
      genuine
       artifact.
    

    
      In simple terms, it’s an insanely good item.
    

    
      "Wow, seriously. Honestly, I didn’t expect them to actually get it. Is this the power of Dean Bell Toro?"
    

    
      I hurriedly took the ring out of the box and slipped it onto my pinky finger.
    

    
      The ring slid on effortlessly.
    

    
      It was a bit loose, not quite fitting, but if it were that shoddy, it wouldn’t be an artifact.
    

    
      As I infused mana into it, the ring miraculously shrank, adjusting perfectly to the size of my pinky.
    

    
      The changes didn’t stop there.
    

    
      The ring continued to shrink, burrowing into the skin of my finger until it completely disappeared inside. 
    

    
      In its place, a black band was etched onto my finger like a tattoo.
    

    
      I turned my hand this way and that, smiling with satisfaction.
    

    
      "Fucking awesome."
    

    
      At this point in time, there’s no way I could’ve gotten my hands on something like this, even if I died and came back to life.
    

    
      Sure, I protected the Academy’s honor when it was on the brink, but this feels like an overly generous gift.
    

    
      "Next up…"
    

    
      I opened the parcel from Luis that I’d set aside.
    

    
      Peeling back the wrapping, a transparent glass bottle emerged.
    

    
      It contained paralyzing powder from 
      Meisha
      , a carnivorous plant from the Great Forest.
    

    
      One of the materials needed for this operation.
    

    
      After completing all preparations, I waited for nightfall.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      There’s a plant called 
      Lumigan Grass
      .
    

    
      Burn its leaves, put them in a bag, and inhale—it induces strong sedation and hallucinations. 
    

    
      Once someone tries it, they fall into a deep addiction they can’t escape.
    

    
      Yes, it’s a drug.
    

    
      Currently, the Frey Empire has designated 
      Lumigan Grass
       as a narcotic, punishing its use harshly.
    

    
      But in truth, hallucinations are only part of its effects.
    

    
      Unlike the leaves, boiling its roots in water and drinking the decoction sharpens the mind and sensitizes the mana circuit beneath the brain.
    

    
      Enter meditation in that state, and you can achieve several times the usual benefits of mental training.
    

    
      Yes, it boosts mental strength.
    

    
      The same plant, used differently, transforms from a drug into a beneficial 
      Spirit Herb
       in an instant.
    

    
      Because of this, 
      Lumigan Grass
       later becomes a key ingredient in elixirs, but that’s a story for the future.
    

    
      At this moment, I’m the only one who knows this information.
    

    
      The problem is that obtaining it isn’t exactly a smooth process.
    

    
      The place currently handling 
      Lumigan Grass
       is more dangerous than most dungeons.
    

    
      The Adventurers’ Guild, 
      Bandarok
      .
    

    
      In the game, as the story expands from Frey Academy to the continent in the mid-game episodes, these are the first enemies to stand in Ivan’s way.
    

    
      You might wonder why adventurers are a threat in the mid-game. 
    

    
      Well, these aren’t your average adventurers.
    

    
      They’re a hidden subsidiary of the 
      Beltus Cult
      .
    

    
      And among their forces, they boast the largest scale.
    

    
      Is it just about scale?
    

    
      Appearing in the mid-game, each adventurer is stronger than the mid-bosses from the early chapters—and, naturally, stronger than me.
    

    
      The executives, especially.
    

    
      In particular, 
      Narsi
      , the master of 
      Bandarok
      , is one of the continent’s few Gold Badge mercenaries and a 5th-circle mage.
    

    
      To steal 
      Lumigan Grass
      , I’d have to risk my life.
    

    
      Outside the window, darkness had settled over the world.
    

    
      The desk clock showed exactly [23:05].
    

    
      The dormitory, post-roll call, was silent, and the streetlights around it had all been lit for curfew.
    

    
      I opened a 
      Subspace
      .
    

    
      From it, I pulled out the thief’s gear I’d hidden inside, one by one.
    

    
      A neatly folded black suit, a belt.
    

    
      Five dagger sheaths, a wire shooter, a flare, a skull mask.
    

    
      And finally, a straight staff.
    

    
      Swish, swish.
    

    
      The only sound in my room was the faint rustle of changing clothes.
    

    
      Once I’d equipped all the gear and stood before the mirror, a man with an entirely different presence stared back at me.
    

    
      He glared at me, then put on the skull mask he held in his hand. 
    

    
      After securing the staff to his back, he walked toward the window.
    

    
      [23:15]
    

    
      I opened the window and stepped onto the sill.
    

    
      My heart beat steadily, but my eyes, gazing into the abyss, were calm.
    

    
      I jumped.
    

    
      Thud—
    

    
      In the quiet night, a single shadow slipped out of the Academy.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Below the hill, a city came into view.
    

    
      The capital of the Frey Empire, known as the Golden City, 
      Icata
      .
    

    
      Yet, despite its name, the city was shrouded in heavy silence and darkness.
    

    
      It felt as if the entire city had sunk into the depths of the sea.
    

    
      And I dove into it without hesitation, swimming freely through the pitch-black streets where even moonlight couldn’t reach.
    

    
      Moving wasn’t difficult.
    

    
      The low-grade thievery skill 
      [Night Vision]
       clearly outlined every building and street.
    

    
      Its duration was two hours.
    

    
      Due to my low mental strength, but for tonight’s operation, it was more than enough time. 
    

    
      This job was meant to be a quick in-and-out anyway.
    

    
      I swiftly navigated the capital’s streets, heading toward my destination.
    

    
      Tap—!
    

    
      At some point, I flattened myself on a rooftop, peeking out cautiously.
    

    
      Across from me was a five-story building.
    

    
      The Adventurers’ Guild, 
      Bandarok
      ’s stronghold.
    

    
      My destination.
    

    
      If our 
      Shadow
       is the Academy’s covert operative, 
      Bandarok
       is the organization scheming beneath the capital’s surface.
    

    
      Using 
      Lumigan Grass
       to manipulate nobles and exert influence over the political sphere, their goal is to erode the Empire from its core.
    

    
      And the 
      Lumigan Grass
       was in Narsi’s room on the fifth floor.
    

    
      Given the location, this was an extremely dangerous operation.
    

    
      Bandarok
       boasts martial prowess comparable to a decent fiefdom’s knight order.
    

    
      Narsi, in particular, could crush a 
      Beltus Cult
       cleric like dough. 
    

    
      If I, in my current state, locked eyes with him, I’d lose a body part at best. 
    

    
      That’d be the lucky outcome, giving me a chance to escape.
    

    
      In reality, meeting him would mean instant death.
    

    
      Yet, I chose 
      Lumigan Grass
       and concluded I could pull off this job because I know the inner workings of this place inside and out.
    

    
      Information is a thief’s greatest strength.
    

    
      As long as you can read the entire board, there’s no place a thief can’t infiltrate.
    

    
      Every day at midnight, Narsi leaves for a meeting with the cult.
    

    
      In other words, he’s not there right now.
    

    
      I pulled a pocket watch from my coat to check the time.
    

    
      [00:05]
    

    
      Of course, every plan has variables, so certainty is dangerous.
    

    
      Maybe today Narsi left a bit late, or perhaps the meeting was canceled for some reason, and he didn’t go out at all.
    

    
      I don’t know how many adventurers are inside either.
    

    
      I had to account for all of it.
    

    
      Click.
    

    
      I drew the wire shooter from my waist.
    

    
      The building’s layout was clear in my mind.
    

    
      The third floor houses guest rooms for adventurers, and the fourth floor is for 
      Bandarok
       guild members’ quarters.
    

    
      Naturally, entering through the main entrance on the first floor carries too many risks.
    

    
      That’s the standard route for completing a quest legitimately. 
    

    
      Here, I had only one path to choose.
    

    
      [Focused Gaze]
    

    
      My vision zoomed in.
    

    
      I aimed the shooter at the sky and pulled the trigger.
    

    
      Ping!
    

    
      The harpoon shot out, embedding precisely into the rooftop railing.
    

    
      I tugged, and the wire transmitted a firm, secure sensation to my grip.
    

    
      Without hesitation, I jumped.
    

    
      My body lost gravity, gliding through the air.
    

    
      Whoosh—
    

    
      Control kicked in almost instantly. 
    

    
      My body swung in a parabolic arc around the pillar.
    

    
      In the blink of an eye, the building’s red bricks were right in front of me.
    

    
      Just before impact, I cast the thievery skill 
      [Lightweight]
      .
    

    
      Tap…!
    

    
      My lightened body landed softly on the wall.
    

    
      I didn’t cast the skill before falling to ensure I landed at the exact spot. 
    

    
      Fortunately, the timing was perfect, and I settled precisely between the third and fourth floors.
    

    
      I hung there, suspended in midair, for a moment.
    

    
      Holding my breath, I focused all my senses beyond the wall.
    

    
      Even the slightest contact could produce sound. 
    

    
      I heightened my perception to check the situation inside, preparing for any surprises.
    

    
      "…"
    

    
      It was silent.
    

    
      No vibrations, not even the faintest noise.
    

    
      If something suspicious had been detected, a window below would’ve opened by now.
    

    
      A sigh of relief escaped, but I couldn’t let my guard down. 
    

    
      Maintaining tension, I carefully climbed the wall using the secured wire.
    

    
      Until the fifth-floor balcony was just above my head.
    

    
      Then, I used a summoning art.
    

    
      "…Sylph."
    

    
      A faint breeze brushed my ear.
    

    
      A tiny waterbird perched on my shoulder, staring at me intently.
    

    
      "Go up to the railing, check if anyone’s in the room, and let me know."
    

    
      It tilted its walnut-sized head curiously.
    

    
      Strange. 
    

    
      With our bond, it should be able to handle a simple command like this.
    

    
      "If someone’s there, come back to me. If no one’s there, stay up there. Okay?"
    

    
      Chirp!
    

    
      Finally, it flapped its tiny wings and flew upward.
    

    
      Exactly ten seconds later, I climbed onto the balcony.
    

    
      "Good job, Sylph."
    

    
      I looked ahead.
    

    
      The empty interior of Narsi’s room filled my vision.
    

    
      A surge of exhilaration welled up in my chest.
    

    
      I’m finally here.
    

    
      Now, I just need to enter, secure the 
      Lumigan Grass
       hidden somewhere, and get out. 
    

    
      Then this job is done.
    

    
      But it’s too early to celebrate.
    

    
      An excited mind can jeopardize an operation.
    

    
      Moreover, a job isn’t complete with just securing the target—it’s only over when my personal safety is ensured. 
    

    
      I can celebrate after that.
    

    
      I approached the sliding door blocking the room.
    

    
      Creak
      , the handle turned with a faint metallic sound, but it didn’t open. 
    

    
      It was locked from the inside.
    

    
      As expected. I’d anticipated this and prepared accordingly.
    

    
      I channeled the energy of 
      [Telekinesis]
       into my hand.
    

    
      Gripping the handle again, my mana flowed through it, extending deep into the lock. 
    

    
      I closed my eyes and focused. 
    

    
      The internal structure of the lock formed in my mind.
    

    
      Fortunately, it wasn’t a complex mechanical device—just a simple latch on the inside. 
    

    
      I seized control and pushed it outward.
    

    
      Click!
    

    
      The door opened.
    

    
      Creak—
    

    
      I stepped inside.
    

    
      Checking my pocket watch, the minute hand pointed to 13.
    

    
      "…Gotta hurry."
    

    
      Sweat beaded in my palm.
    

    
      One variable in this operation: the time it takes for Narsi to finish his business and return.
    

    
      I don’t know exactly when that’ll be.
    

    
      I only know the meeting spot is a tavern in Icata’s slums, so I estimate about 30 minutes of leeway.
    

    
      Based on that, I have roughly 14 minutes left.
    

    
      And that’s just my guess.
    

    
      If he makes a quick report and returns immediately, it could be even less.
    

    
      It’d be nice if he got stuck in a long meeting, but that’s up to luck.
    

    
      And the moment you rely on the uncertainty of luck for an operation’s success, it’s already a failed job.
    

    
      You always assume the worst and do your best.
    

    
      My movements naturally quickened.
    

    
      Step.
    

    
      Entering the room, the first thing that caught my eye was the mess of scattered documents
    

    
      Guild-related papers, maps of dungeons or ancient ruins.
    

    
      There’s probably a safe under the desk with records of dealings with the 
      Beltus Cult
      , but I ignored it. 
    

    
      I don’t have time to crack a safe.
    

    
      Instead, I used the thievery skill 
      [Detection]
      .
    

    
      Zing—
    

    
      Mana radiated from my body, sweeping through the room. 
    

    
      That’s when I felt an unusual presence.
    

    
      It came from behind the bookshelf straight ahead.
    

    
      There was definitely a hidden space there.
    

    
      But where’s the entrance?
    

    
      Scanning the room, I approached a statue of a goddess beside the bookshelf.
    

    
      Lumir
      , the goddess of abundance, fertility, and maidens.
    

    
      But she was being treated rather harshly here, her beautifully carved form covered in dusty grime.
    

    
      Except for the goblet she held.
    

    
      Narsi wouldn’t be chugging drinks from that goblet, so I examined it closely.
    

    
      When I turned the goblet to the right—
    

    
      …Rumble.
    

    
      The bookshelf shifted, revealing a hidden door.
    

    
      At that moment, I dove to the side.
    

    
      It was a sudden, almost reckless move.
    

    
      But that swift action and judgment saved my one and only life.
    

    

  
    Chapter 20: Chapter 20

    
      Chapter 20: Operation Crisis (2)
    

    
      As soon as the bookshelf opened, a red glint flashed from within.
    

    
      In an instant, it lunged at the spot where I stood.
    

    
      But by then, I had already thrown myself to the side. 
    

    
      At the same time, I hurled the cloth pouch I was holding.
    

    
      Bang──!
    

    
      The pouch hit the shadow squarely and burst.
    

    
      White powder scattered in all directions.
    

    
      Something heavy, cloaked in the powder, landed lightly on the floor.
    

    
      Grrr!
    

    
      I quickly got to my feet and faced it.
    

    
      To my surprise, it was a leopard.
    

    
      No, it only looked like a leopard—its ferocious build and those razor-sharp fangs made it clear this was no leopard, just a monster.
    

    
      Its name was Berga.
    

    
      A Grade 2 magical beast, a living combat weapon that moved only at Narsi’s command. 
    

    
      In the game, whenever you entered a boss fight with Narsi, this guy would always leap out from the sidelines, making things incredibly annoying.
    

    
      The presence I had sensed with [Detection] before entering was none other than this creature’s aura.
    

    
      Berga’s murderous eyes glared at me sharply.
    

    
      It looked ready to charge and tear my guts out with its massive forepaws.
    

    
      And that’s exactly what happened.
    

    
      Berga lunged at me, swinging its forepaw. 
    

    
      Its movements were so swift that even with preparation, it was nearly impossible to fully evade the attack.
    

    
      But what was this? 
    

    
      Berga, who should’ve reached me by now, hadn’t even taken a proper step and instead collapsed flat on the floor.
    

    
      Seeing this, I let out a sigh of relief.
    

    
      “Phew. It worked perfectly.”
    

    
      I cautiously approached the fallen Berga.
    

    
      The beast, its nose and mouth caked with white powder, was already snoring, deep in a drugged slumber. 
    

    
      A piece of torn cloth hung from its fangs.
    

    
      A special sleep-inducing powder, made by mixing the paralyzing pollen of Meisha, a carnivorous plant from the Great Forest, with chalk dust.
    

    
      The effect was exactly as you see before me.
    

    
      Meisha’s paralyzing pollen was extremely hard to obtain and had a pungent stench that made it cumbersome to use. 
    

    
      But when crafted into a throwable form and properly inhaled, even a Grade 2 magical beast like Berga couldn’t resist.
    

    
      For a creature with a keen sense of smell like Berga, it was especially lethal.
    

    
      It probably wouldn’t wake up for at least an hour.
    

    
      “Hm. It was expensive, and Luis nagged me about it, but this was well worth the cost.”
    

    
      Having overcome the final obstacle, I finally stepped into Narsi’s secret space.
    

    
      Step, step──.
    

    
      The interior was a space of about 10 pyeong.
    

    
      A few packed crates were stacked in one corner, and on the opposite side was a garden bed.
    

    
      Under the ultraviolet light of engineered lamps, rows of Lumigan Grass flaunted their vibrant green hues.
    

    
      Each one was so lush and pristine that any drug addict would go wild at the sight. 
    

    
      Top-grade quality.
    

    
      It seemed they were grown with a lot of love and care.
    

    
      “Well then, time to dig in.”
    

    
      I began plucking them one by one and storing them in my subspace.
    

    
      [00 : 17]
    

    
      Tight, but I had enough time to collect everything and get out.
    

    
      While harvesting, I occasionally glanced around.
    

    
      On the opposite side of the garden bed were Lumigan Grass plants that had borne fruit.
    

    
      Fruit-bearing Lumigan Grass had no commercial value.
    

    
      All the nutrients went into blooming, so the leaves lacked the hallucinogenic effects they were supposed to have. 
    

    
      Narsi, of course, would know this well.
    

    
      So why did Narsi let them flower and bear fruit? One reason: reproduction.
    

    
      In other words, these were being cultivated separately for propagation.
    

    
      Lucky for me.
    

    
      “I’ll take these and grow them myself.”
    

    
      I gathered them all and stored them in my subspace.
    

    
      These seeds would later thrive somewhere on the outskirts of the Academy.
    

    
      Just as I finished successfully collecting the Lumigan Grass and its fruit and was about to leave, something caught my eye.
    

    
      A pile of crates stacked on one side filled my vision. 
    

    
      Behind them was a space I hadn’t noticed when I entered.
    

    
      And so, I stopped in my tracks.
    

    
      “?”
    

    
      I don’t know why I did.
    

    
      Honestly, I could’ve just ignored it and left.
    

    
      Time was already at [00 : 20].
    

    
      Narsi’s arrival loomed like an invisible spiderweb tightening around my chest, and I too wanted to escape this suffocating pressure as soon as possible.
    

    
      But was it the curiosity of a seasoned player?
    

    
      Or perhaps, having fully assimilated into this body through my experiences, some ability had kicked in without me realizing.
    

    
      Before I knew it, I was drawn to that spot, as if entranced.
    

    
      I maneuvered around the pile of crates.
    

    
      A hidden space appeared.
    

    
      On a desk sat a lone box.
    

    
      And from that moment, my heart began pounding wildly.
    

    
      From within the box, a golden aura seeped out faintly.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      It was unmistakably the same aura I had seen from Yuria.
    

    
      Not mana, not aura, not any kind of Vision’s power—an unknown phenomenon.
    

    
      Instinctively, I knew.
    

    
      Whatever was inside that box was no ordinary item.
    

    
      It was an elongated rectangular shape.
    

    
      About 30 centimeters, small in size.
    

    
      Made of solid wood, sealed tightly with no gaps, and locked with a padlock.
    

    
      What caught my attention most was the crest engraved in the center of the lock.
    

    
      I examined the lock closely.
    

    
      It was the crest of a certain family.
    

    
      A design resembling a blooming flower bud viewed from above, almost geometric in its intricacy.
    

    
      And this crest was one I knew very well, belonging to a certain family.
    

    
      “……The Gulta Family.”
    

    
      Gulta.
    

    
      The family with the continent’s greatest expertise in crafting elixirs and potions.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      I had a gut feeling.
    

    
      If I didn’t check this today, I might regret it for the rest of my life, even after death.
    

    
      I had to know.
    

    
      What was inside this box.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      An elixir is a potion made by combining spiritual herbs and medicines, with rare ingredients as the base.
    

    
      The most famous elixir is the ‘Tears of the Goddess.’
    

    
      A single drop is said to halt aging and expel impurities from the body, while a second drop awakens all the body’s senses, opening the door to new realms of potential. 
    

    
      Truly a potion crafted by the gods.
    

    
      Naturally, it’s extremely rare.
    

    
      From what I know, there are no more than five bottles of ‘Tears of the Goddess.’
    

    
      Even lower-grade elixirs possess equally remarkable effects.
    

    
      That’s why they’re hidden in the deepest, most secretive places of nations or family estates, treated as treasures more precious than heirlooms.
    

    
      And they can’t be made easily.
    

    
      The ingredients are all rare spiritual herbs, and even if you manage to gather them, only the Gulta Family knows the crafting method.
    

    
      The recipe for elixirs is a secret passed down only to a select few of Gulta’s bloodline.
    

    
      So, could what’s inside this box be an elixir?
    

    
      I should take it back to the dormitory and safely──
    

    
      Swoosh.
    

    
      But the box didn’t budge, as if it were one with the desk.
    

    
      “?”
    

    
      What’s going on?
    

    
      Why’s it like this?
    

    
      I pulled with force.
    

    
      A futile effort. 
    

    
      The box showed no sign of leaving the desk.
    

    
      When I applied more strength, the fixed desk began creaking ominously, as if it might break. 
    

    
      If the sound of it breaking echoed outside, getting caught would only be a matter of time. Reluctantly, I let go of the box.
    

    
      “……Damn it.”
    

    
      The reason became clear immediately.
    

    
      The box itself was imbued with powerful magic.
    

    
      Magic, [Phase Lock].
    

    
      The caster was undoubtedly Narsi. 
    

    
      This meant the box wouldn’t leave the desk unless Narsi himself moved it.
    

    
      “Or unless a mage of a higher caliber shows up.”
    

    
      Unfortunately, that’s not me.
    

    
      Breaking the box was, of course, out of the question.
    

    
      Not only would it make noise, but there was a risk of damaging the contents, and the box was likely enchanted with reinforcement magic as well.
    

    
      That left one option: unlocking the padlock.
    

    
      I checked the time again.
    

    
      [00 : 22]
    

    
      No.
    

    
      The second hand just moved, so I had roughly seven minutes left.
    

    
      I was in deep trouble.
    

    
      The last shred of rationality held my hand back before I acted.
    

    
      Coldly speaking, leaving now was the right move.
    

    
      It was.
    

    
      But what if the thing inside was really an elixir?
    

    
      Fine. I’ll admit it. 
    

    
      My brain had already decided that whatever was in there was an elixir. 
    

    
      My head was so far gone that I couldn’t see or hear anything else.
    

    
      Clatter.
    

    
      I shook the padlock.
    

    
      It wasn’t too big or too small. 
    

    
      Made of solid metal, it had nothing special about it except for the Gulta Family’s crest engraved on it.
    

    
      I immediately cast [Telekinesis].
    

    
      A strong repulsive force surged, and with a bang, my right arm was flung backward.
    

    
      Damn it. 
    

    
      I nearly dislocated my shoulder.
    

    
      Looking ahead in disbelief, the Gulta crest was glowing with a blue light.
    

    
      This was the effect of a sealing array.
    

    
      And an incredibly powerful one at that.
    

    
      A sealing array of this caliber would render even the thievery skill [Disassemble] useless.
    

    
      So what now?
    

    
      My calculations quickly reached a conclusion, and that conclusion translated into action.
    

    
      I reached into my vest and pulled out a tool.
    

    
      For moments like this, thieves always carried one skill and one Thief Gadget.
    

    
      The manual skill of picking locks, Lockpicking, and the equipment that made it possible: a lockpicking kit.
    

    
      Sometimes, the classics were the answer.
    

    
      I needed two tools.
    

    
      A tension wrench to apply pressure to the lock’s core and a hooked pick to manipulate the internal pins.
    

    
      I pulled the two tools from the kit, held them in both hands, and applied oil to their tips.
    

    
      That’s when it happened.
    

    
      Chirp!
    

    
      Sylph, who was supposed to be waiting for me on the balcony, suddenly flew inside.
    

    
      My heart sank.
    

    
      Sylph flying to me meant the worst-case scenario had occurred.
    

    
      He was here.
    

    
      Narsi.
    

    
      At the same time, my trait [Instinct] rang alarm bells in my head.
    

    
      There was a faint but noticeable vibration coming from the floor, traveling up the walls.
    

    
      The sound of people talking.
    

    
      Narsi and the adventurers who had woken up.
    

    
      But the panic lasted only a moment.
    

    
      My hands, gripping the pick and wrench, were already working the lock.
    

    
      Click, click.
    

    
      I was a thief.
    

    
      When a target was in front of me and there was a way to obtain it, I acted without hesitation.
    

    
      That was the thief’s code I had to uphold.
    

    
      Narsi arriving a bit early changed nothing. 
    

    
      He was just early. 
    

    
      I still had time, and I trusted myself and my hands.
    

    
      The task required delicate handwork and intense focus.
    

    
      I concentrated all my nerves on the lock and the sensation at my fingertips, moving my hands.
    

    
      “Phew…….”
    

    
      The key was staying calm.
    

    
      The noise climbing the walls grew closer, but the movements of my hands, probing the lock’s interior, remained steady.
    

    
      I extended at a consistent pace, tapping calmly.
    

    
      Click, clatter.
    

    
      They must’ve trusted the lock’s sturdy body and the sealing array on the crest too much.
    

    
      Fortunately, the lock’s internal structure was simple and straightforward. 
    

    
      My fingertips felt only three pins.
    

    
      Once I understood it, confidence surged.
    

    
      Click, the first pin released. 
    

    
      I held it in place with the tension wrench and moved the pick toward the second pin.
    

    
      Not long after, with a creak, the second pin gave way.
    

    
      Only the third and final pin remained.
    

    
      The lock’s shackle seemed to loosen slightly—surely not just my imagination.
    

    
      Maintaining this momentum, I reached for the last pin with the pick.
    

    
      And then.
    

    
      Thud.
    

    
      A heavy sound came from beyond the door, in the hallway.
    

    
      Someone had come up from below.
    

    
      But it wasn’t just one person.
    

    
      Multiple.
    

    
      A group was moving from the fourth floor to the fifth.
    

    
      Why?
    

    
      Had they realized there was an intruder in the building?
    

    
      No. No way. 
    

    
      If that were the case, they’d be moving more stealthily and swiftly. 
    

    
      They wouldn’t be leisurely chatting as they climbed.
    

    
      [Haha! Did that really happen?]
    

    
      [Yes. With Viscount Adriel backing us, the Central Knights won’t dare interfere with our event so easily anymore.]
    

    
      [That’s great news.]
    

    
      [All thanks to the Lumigan Grass. You should’ve seen the viscount’s greedy eyes staring at it. Such a pity you missed it.]
    

    
      A bead of sweat trembled at the tip of my eyebrow. 
    

    
      Some trickled down, stinging my eye.
    

    
      But I had no time to blink. 
    

    
      With bloodshot eyes, I kept working the wrench.
    

    
      Step, step.
    

    
      The footsteps were now close.
    

    
      The voices sounded as clear as if they were right beside me.
    

    
      The fifth floor.
    

    
      Right beyond this wall I faced. 
    

    
      They were walking down that hallway.
    

    
      [That guy acted so noble at first. Turns out it was all a facade, huh?]
    

    
      [That’s how nobles are.]
    

    
      Hahaha! A burst of laughter erupted.
    

    
      And that laughter reached the door to Narsi’s room.
    

    
      At the same time, the weight of the wrench in my hand lightened.
    

    
      Click!
    

    
      The final pin released.
    

    

  
    Chapter 21: Chapter 21

    
      Chapter 21: First Week Weekend (1)
    

    
      I climbed the wall and crossed the window frame.
    

    
      My familiar room came into view.
    

    
      As I entered and closed the window, the tension melted away, and a deep sense of calm enveloped my entire body.
    

    
      “Hua.”
    

    
      I took off my mask and let out the breath I’d been holding.
    

    
      Brown hair cascaded messily in front of my eyes. 
    

    
      Sweat dripped down. 
    

    
      A salty taste lingered in my mouth, and the senses I’d forgotten during my immersion in the job came rushing back like a tidal wave.
    

    
      I succeeded in the job.
    

    
      “No, wait.”
    

    
      Not just succeeded—I hit the jackpot.
    

    
      At the same time, a shiver ran through me, and an uncontrollable thrill surged through my body.
    

    
      Proof that my experience points had gone up.
    

    
      And the degree of it was even greater than when I completed the cult’s request, so I had to savor the rich afterglow for quite a while.
    

    
      Name: Gerard
    

    
      Age: 30
    

    
      Occupation: Thief / Frey Academy 888th Class Cadet
    

    
      Level: 33
    

    
      Strength: 37
    

    
      Agility: 54
    

    
      Stamina: 34
    

    
      Mental Strength: 38
    

    
      Traits ─ Versatile / Instinct / Endurance / Memory and Understanding / Coolheadedness / Sharp Perception / Gaius’s Insight
    

    
      As expected, my level had gone up by 2.
    

    
      Mental Strength was at 38.
    

    
      I didn’t quite hit my goal of 40, but it didn’t really matter.
    

    
      “Because I have this.”
    

    
      I opened my subspace and thrust my hand inside. 
    

    
      As I pictured a certain object, a cool, smooth texture brushed against my fingertips.
    

    
      When I pulled it out, a jade-green glow, catching the moonlight, shimmered before my eyes.
    

    
      “……!”
    

    
      I barely suppressed the cheer that threatened to burst out, using every ounce of my endurance. 
    

    
      If I made a sound at this hour, I didn’t even want to think about the consequences.
    

    
      Hold it in. 
    

    
      After all I went through to get this. 
    

    
      No way I’d mess it up now.
    

    
      Elixir, [Fierce Conviction]
    

    
      Among known elixirs, it’s the lowest grade, but that doesn’t change the fact that it’s a precious treasure in its own right.
    

    
      It’s priceless, and for those who wield mana, even tasting it once is a lifelong dream.
    

    
      In particular, it strengthens the mana circuit and increases mana capacity upon consumption, making it an elixir that would drive any mage wild.
    

    
      “Thinking about it, it really was a close call.”
    

    
      Even now, recalling the moment made my heart pound.
    

    
      The moment I opened the box and the moment Narsi unlocked the door with the key happened almost simultaneously.
    

    
      Just before the door opened.
    

    
      Having sent Sylph outside the building, I gripped the elixir and immediately activated [Phase Shift]. 
    

    
      Then, I reverse-summoned right away.
    

    
      When I came to, I was sprinting toward the Academy like a madman.
    

    
      “How did I even think to use Phase Shift in that situation? Huh? Am I actually insane?”
    

    
      Sometimes, I surprise myself.
    

    
      This kind of quick thinking and instinct just pops up out of nowhere.
    

    
      All I can say is, “My instincts are insane!”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Anyway.
    

    
      As I stared blankly at my status window, my gaze landed on one spot.
    

    
      [Gaius’s Insight]
    

    
      A unique trait exclusive to the thief Gerard, something even a veteran like me had never seen before.
    

    
      I didn’t know how or in what way it worked, but I figured I’d naturally understand it over time, so I hadn’t thought too deeply about it.
    

    
      …But now, I think I get it.
    

    
      Recalling how it revealed Yuria’s potential and the existence of the elixir hidden in a secret space, [Gaius’s Insight] seemed to highlight values I didn’t know or overlooked with a golden aura.
    

    
      In other words, it was like a lighthouse illuminating the path ahead with light.
    

    
      “That’s freaking awesome?”
    

    
      I had no growth traits. 
    

    
      The only decent ones were [Versatile] and [Instinct], so I’d been a bit dissatisfied. 
    

    
      But this insane unique trait wiped away all my complaints in one go.
    

    
      It’s just insane.
    

    
      Of course, I don’t fully understand the mechanism behind when the aura appears, but just having it already feels reassuring. It’s like holding the answer key.
    

    
      Alright, let’s keep this satisfaction going.
    

    
      After calming my mind and body and tidying up my surroundings, I sat in the middle of the room, preparing to embrace the elixir’s effects.
    

    
      Looking at the elixir in my hand, I swallowed hard.
    

    
      There shouldn’t be any issues, but with so many good things happening lately, I suddenly felt an ominous twinge—yeah, right. 
    

    
      I popped the cap and poured it all into my mouth.
    

    
      Gulp! Gulp!
    

    
      “Ugh! Mmm.”
    

    
      Here’s my overall taste review:
    

    
      It didn’t feel like drinking liquid so much as swallowing slippery slime.
    

    
      Of course, I’ve never actually eaten slime, but I imagine it’d feel like this.
    

    
      In short, it tasted absolutely awful.
    

    
      The slime slid down my throat, settled in my stomach, and then vanished as if absorbed into my body. 
    

    
      The moment I felt it, I closed my eyes and entered meditation.
    

    
      A world within, shrouded in total darkness.
    

    
      The steady rhythm of my heartbeat, the subtle twitching of organs, and the rushing sound of blood flow played a quiet symphony in the silence.
    

    
      And then, that symphony abruptly stopped.
    

    
      Thud! Boom! Thud! Boom!
    

    
      A discordant cacophony began.
    

    
      My heartbeat grew louder.
    

    
      And closer.
    

    
      It was so close, it felt like someone had ripped my heart out and held it to my ear. 
    

    
      My chest felt insanely hot.
    

    
      Whoosh.
    

    
      A searing heat filled my heart, my mana core.
    

    
      The heat swirled wildly within, overflowing and spreading in all directions.
    

    
      Through my arms and legs, to the tips of my nails. 
    

    
      With a relentless drive to leave no corner untouched, the heat surged through every part of my body.
    

    
      And that process came with excruciating pain.
    

    
      “……!”
    

    
      My mouth gaped open.
    

    
      The effect of my [Endurance] trait was meaningless. 
    

    
      The agony of my skin melting from the inside left me momentarily unable to think.
    

    
      Questions tinged with anxiety sprouted like weeds in my mind.
    

    
      What’s happening?
    

    
      In the game, the effect kicked in instantly upon consumption.
    

    
      Is this how it works in reality?
    

    
      Or, damn it, was this not an elixir?
    

    
      Poison?
    

    
      …Or, could it have gone bad?
    

    
      Was there an expiration date I missed?
    

    
      No, it’s not like this is milk or something.
    

    
      My head felt like it was splitting, making rational thought impossible.
    

    
      I hurriedly clamped my mouth shut.
    

    
      If I let out a scream, it’d be over.
    

    
      I jumped up, stuffed a rolled-up blanket into my mouth, and, for good measure, pressed both hands over my lips, burying my face in the blanket.
    

    
      I poured all my focus into controlling the heat, but I soon realized it was futile.
    

    
      Whoosh!
    

    
      My consciousness faded.
    

    
      The heat burned through the thread of awareness I was desperately clinging to, consuming it in flames.
    

    
      And with that, I lost consciousness.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      I woke to an inexplicable sense of suffocation.
    

    
      The first thing I saw was an unfamiliar ceiling. 
    

    
      It was a dull brown, like wood, and the surroundings were dim.
    

    
      What’s this?
    

    
      Oh. 
    

    
      It’s the underside of my bed frame.
    

    
      How did I end up under here? I crawled out on my back, inching along.
    

    
      But something was dragging behind me.
    

    
      Looking closer, I realized my mouth was full of fabric scraps, soaked with saliva.
    

    
      So that’s what was causing the suffocation.
    

    
      “Ptoo!”
    

    
      I spat them all out and looked ahead.
    

    
      My vision was blurry.
    

    
      Ugh. My head felt like it was splitting.
    

    
      The events of the early morning felt like a dream.
    

    
      Right. Early morning.
    

    
      I’d taken the elixir and passed out.
    

    
      To check my condition, I lightly circulated my mana, but suddenly, the world turned upside down.
    

    
      Thud!
    

    
      “Ow, damn…”
    

    
      I collapsed to the floor.
    

    
      My mind was foggy, and the back of my head throbbed like it was about to crack. 
    

    
      It felt like high-proof alcohol was sloshing around in my skull.
    

    
      What’s wrong with me?
    

    
      A side effect of the elixir?
    

    
      Struggling, I used the bed to pull myself up, but my vision wavered like rippling water. 
    

    
      I staggered, losing my balance.
    

    
      But with sheer willpower, I stood in front of the mirror.
    

    
      Side effect or not, I had to check.
    

    
      And then,
    

    
      ─Mental Strength: 44
    

    
      “Oh.”
    

    
      As if the headache had never existed, I couldn’t contain my joy and started throwing wild punches into the air.
    

    
      I wanted to shout, so I flung the window wide open.
    

    
      Hell yeah! I did it!
    

    
      Of course, the cheer stayed locked in my throat, swallowed back down. But that was enough.
    

    
      Sunlight poured in like a blessing.
    

    
      The dazzling light hit my retinas, momentarily blinding me. 
    

    
      I shaded my eyes with my hand and blinked a few times, and my wavering vision finally started to stabilize.
    

    
      It was morning.
    

    
      Clatter──
    

    
      The sunlight hit the dormitory buildings, scattering like shards of glass across the street.
    

    
      Under a clear sky, the cadets walking the paths had smiles blooming on their faces.
    

    
      That vibrant energy rode the breeze, spreading across the entire Academy.
    

    
      The morning of the second weekend since the semester began.
    

    
      As I basked in the warmth of the sunlight streaming into my room and the joy of my success, I noticed something.
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      A familiar silhouette stood in front of the male dormitory’s main entrance.
    

    
      Why’s she there?
    

    
      Am I seeing things because of the side effects?
    

    
      Just to be sure, I stepped out in my pajamas.
    

    
      It was definitely Yuria.
    

    
      “What are you doing here?”
    

    
      Yuria looked at me and answered in her usual calm tone.
    

    
      “I was waiting for you, Senior.”
    

    
      “What? Just like that? How’d you know when I’d come out? You could’ve left a message with the dorm supervisor.”
    

    
      “It’s fine. I didn’t wait long.”
    

    
      “No, but.”
    

    
      It’s inconvenient for me.
    

    
      Feeling oddly guilty, I thought about what to say and blurted out,
    

    
      “Have you eaten?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Really? Then let’s go eat.”
    

    
      “?”
    

    
      “Wait here. I’ll change into something proper and come out.”
    

    
      And so, I took Yuria to a cafeteria on campus.
    

    
      As I chewed on some toast, I felt her staring at me.
    

    
      “You woke up unusually late today.”
    

    
      “Oh. Overslept.”
    

    
      “So even you oversleep, Senior.”
    

    
      “I’m human too. Sometimes I like being lazy.”
    

    
      “Please swallow your food before speaking.”
    

    
      Gulp.
    

    
      “I’m human. I like being lazy.”
    

    
      “I see,” she said, poking at her salad with a fork.
    

    
      I watched her quietly, then stuffed the rest of my toast into my mouth.
    

    
      At that moment, the events of that day inevitably came to mind.
    

    
      Her wide, dark eyes staring at me, the slight tremble at the corners, her shoulders, and the tightly clenched fists under her arms.
    

    
      It was the friction we had before tracking the swamp orcs.
    

    
      My stern expression was probably a first for her, but her reaction and expression were a first for me too.
    

    
      It must’ve been a shock for her.
    

    
      But since that day, we hadn’t mentioned it at all, acting as if nothing had happened.
    

    
      The only thing that changed was her attitude toward training.
    

    
      She was always dedicated, but over the past two days, she’d been swinging her sword and running like someone possessed, as if her life depended on it.
    

    
      She must’ve realized something from my words that day.
    

    
      Honestly, while I spoke firmly, I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t a little worried. 
    

    
      She’s a girl, after all.
    

    
      She acts tough, but deep down, she’s fragile.
    

    
      But maybe I was worrying for nothing.
    

    
      Yuria had become even more passionate.
    

    
      I found her attitude pretty admirable.
    

    
      Yeah, that’s Yuria.
    

    
      That’s my disciple, the kind of person who could become my comrade.
    

    
      Man, my eye for people is just unreal.
    

    
      “Actually, I was a little upset.”
    

    
      “Cough! W-What did you say?”
    

    
      Choking on my food, I looked at her.
    

    
      Suddenly, I noticed a crumb stuck to her cheek. 
    

    
      She obviously didn’t put it there herself—it must’ve come from my mouth.
    

    
      “Gah! S-Sorry!”
    

    
      I quickly plucked it off and popped it back into my mouth.
    

    
      “Why would you eat that!”
    

    
      “W-Well, it came from my mouth, didn’t it?”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Yuria slightly furrowed her brow.
    

    
      She hurriedly wiped her cheek with the back of her hand.
    

    
      “…My face is probably dirty from sweating this morning. You shouldn’t have eaten it.”
    

    
      “Huh? N-No way! Not at all! It wasn’t dirty. It was just right. Tasted good, even.”
    

    
      The moment I said it, I knew I’d messed up.
    

    
      What the hell am I even saying?
    

    
      Was it panic?
    

    
      Or an aftereffect of the elixir?
    

    
      Whatever it was, I clearly wasn’t in my right mind.
    

    
      Of course, Yuria wasn’t the type to let such a blunder slide.
    

    
      Her expression grew colder as she looked at me.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      But then, a moment later.
    

    
      “Pfft!”
    

    
      She let out a short burst of laughter.
    

    
      What?
    

    
      Why’s she laughing all of a sudden?
    

    
      I had no idea why, but in times like this, laughing along was the best move.
    

    
      Laugh along, even if you don’t get it. A pro tip for social situations.
    

    
      “Hahaha!”
    

    
      For the record, I’m a gaming hermit who’s never had a social life.
    

    
      Just saying.
    

    
      Then, her laughter cut off abruptly.
    

    
      Feeling awkward, I scratched the back of my head.
    

    
      “Ahem. Anyway. Sorry about the food crumb. So, what were you upset about?”
    

    
      “It’s gone now.”
    

    
      “…Huh? What’s that supposed to mean? It’s gone?”
    

    
      “Exactly what I said. I was upset before, but not anymore.”
    

    
      “Oh.”
    

    
      So what does that mean?
    

    
      But good vibes are good vibes, and I wasn’t clueless enough to ruin the softened mood by pressing further.
    

    
      “So, there’s no bad blood between us now?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Great.”
    

    
      I said it, but I left the cafeteria still feeling a bit uneasy, unable to fully shake the lingering doubt.
    

    
      After breakfast, we headed to the training hall.
    

    
      Weekends, even with nice weather, didn’t hold any special meaning for cadets.
    

    
      It was the same as weekdays.
    

    
      A march toward the future.
    

    
      The only difference was that personal training time replaced class time.
    

    
      So, the training hall was already bustling with cadets.
    

    
      Many were freshmen, most being guided by their mentors—my classmates.
    

    
      We found a spot as secluded as possible.
    

    
      “How’s your shoulder? It flared up again recently. Has it healed?”
    

    
      “Thanks to you, it’s completely fine now.”
    

    
      “Good to hear.”
    

    
      Nodding, I realized something odd about her response and asked,
    

    
      “But what do you mean, thanks to me?”
    

    
      “The medicine you sent through Professor Ilai.”
    

    
      “Medicine?”
    

    
      “Yes. The ointment. It helped a lot. It was great.”
    

    
      After the meeting, I had asked Professor Ilai to check on Yuria’s injury.
    

    
      But medicine? This was news to me.
    

    
      It seemed Professor Ilai had gone the extra mile for Yuria. 
    

    
      Makes sense—she was right there when I scolded Yuria, so maybe she took it into consideration and did something thoughtful.
    

    
      If that’s the case, I’m pretty touched. What a class act.
    

    
      “Oh, wait a sec.”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “I’ve got something for you.”
    

    
      I uncapped my canteen and handed it to Yuria.
    

    
      She took it, looking at me with questioning eyes.
    

    
      “Drink it. It’s better than that medicine.”
    

    
      I watched her with anticipation as she brought the canteen to her lips without hesitation.
    

    
      The water in that canteen was none other than a tea brewed from the roots of Lumigan Grass.
    

    
      With Yuria’s keen physical senses and mana affinity, she’d likely feel its true value the moment she drank it. 
    

    
      Half of me was curious about her reaction, and half of me just wanted to show off a little.
    

    
      Then, Yuria’s eyes widened.
    

    
      “……!”
    

    
      Exactly the reaction I was waiting for.
    

    
      “How is it? Feel something?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “What’s it like? What do you feel?”
    

    
      My eager question hung in the air as Yuria, smacking her lips, looked up at me.
    

    
      “It’s bitter.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “Like, really bitter.”
    

    
      Oh.
    

    
      What was I even expecting?
    

    
      Today’s just been one confusing day.
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      I couldn’t believe Yuria didn’t feel the effects of the Lumigan Grass root tea, which I had noticed almost immediately. 
    

    
      That’s kind of shocking, isn’t it? With her talent as a magic swordsman, she must have a trait at least one level above my [Versatile].
    

    
      Was I mistaken?
    

    
      “What are you doing?”
    

    
      “Huh? Oh. Just lost in thought. What’s up?”
    

    
      “Here’s the canteen. I drank it all.”
    

    
      “That was specially prepared for you, so finish it all. It’s a gift.”
    

    
      “Oh.”
    

    
      Yuria stared at the canteen in her hand for a moment before hugging it close to her chest and bowing her head to me.
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      “No need for thanks between us. Just keep training hard like you are now. When you’re done, give it back to me.”
    

    
      “Are you going to brew it for me every day?”
    

    
      “Of course. It’s good for you, isn’t it? Well, to you, it might just taste like plain water.”
    

    
      “Actually, it wasn’t plain at all. It was really delicious.”
    

    
      “Too late. It’s not supposed to be delicious.”
    

    
      I chuckled and looked at Yuria, and she met my gaze with a smile.
    

    
      “By the way.”
    

    
      “Yeah?”
    

    
      “I’m really going to work hard.”
    

    
      Of course you should.
    

    
      That way, my image improves, and I can make up for my lacking merit points with rewards.
    

    
      And later, you’ll become my ally and provide great help.
    

    
      You absolutely have to work hard.
    

    
      This is all an investment for that moment.
    

    
      It wasn’t long after that when Yuria, who had been swinging her sword, started pausing mid-motion and tilting her head.
    

    
      “What’s wrong?”
    

    
      “My body feels weird.”
    

    
      “How so?”
    

    
      “It’s sensitive. My eyes feel as clear as if I just woke up. Is it because of this water?”
    

    
      There you go.
    

    
      There’s no way you wouldn’t feel it.
    

    
      “Hey, looks like the effects are finally kicking in. Wanna drink some more?”
    

    
      At my words, Yuria eagerly lifted the canteen and took a sip.
    

    
      Then, she suddenly glanced at me.
    

    
      Her lips parted slightly, and she let out a soft exclamation.
    

    
      “…Mmm. Delicious.”
    

    
      At that, I burst into a wide grin.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Given the nature of the training hall, a lot of people gathered here, so you could run into all sorts of faces.
    

    
      First, Ivan.
    

    
      He was fiercely swinging his sword on one side, and next to him was a familiar face, Gwyn Gaiard.
    

    
      So that guy made it back safely after all.
    

    
      In contrast, Reinz was nowhere to be seen around the Academy.
    

    
      I heard he’d returned, though. 
    

    
      Is he holed up in the dorms?
    

    
      Well, after everything he must have gone through at the Central Knights’ headquarters, he probably needs time to think. I hope it leads him down a bad path, though.
    

    
      Their mentor was Asuka Raymond.
    

    
      A face I can’t stand, but I have to admit his swordsmanship skills are undeniable. 
    

    
      He’s more than capable of raising their levels.
    

    
      Come to think of it, isn’t it around this time? 
    

    
      The period when Gwyn starts feeling a strong sense of rivalry toward Ivan.
    

    
      That’s when it happened.
    

    
      “Huff! Huff! Senioooor!”
    

    
      A blonde cadet came running from a distance and stopped in front of Asuka.
    

    
      Seeing her, Asuka’s eyes widened.
    

    
      “What? Rachel? Why are you here? I told you to rest today.”
    

    
      “Hehe. But if I rest today, I’ll fall even further behind the others.”
    

    
      “Sigh. You’re such a stubborn one. Rest is part of training. How many times has this big brother told you?”
    

    
      For a moment, I doubted my ears.
    

    
      Big brother? Big bro?
    

    
      “Ugh. Cringe-worthy ‘big brother’ vibes.”
    

    
      Rachel tucked her hair behind her ear and smiled brightly.
    

    
      And Asuka, looking at her, grinned like the sweetest guy in the world.
    

    
      Seeing those two faces made me feel sick, so I turned my head away completely.
    

    
      They’re a perfect match.
    

    
      Two deceitful snakes, inside and out.
    

    
      Come to think of it, I remembered Yuria saying Rachel was one of the few classmates she was close to.
    

    
      I should tell her sometime.
    

    
      To keep her distance from that girl and not get too close.
    

    
      She’s the kind of person who brings nothing but trouble and harm.
    

    
      “Speaking of rivals…”
    

    
      A rival is a great motivator and an excellent catalyst for growth.
    

    
      Just as Gwyn is conscious of Ivan, Ivan is probably aware of Gwyn deep down. 
    

    
      Having met a worthy opponent, Ivan will steadily grow stronger.
    

    
      That’s a red flag for me, naturally.
    

    
      “Where’s my rival?”
    

    
      I’m not sure about a rival, but one character who stands as my polar opposite comes to mind.
    

    
      Karina Zain.
    

    
      The youngest daughter of the Zain Duke, famous as the great mage of evil-slaying.
    

    
      As a thief, the faction I need to avoid most is her family.
    

    
      So, the real threat isn’t Karina herself but the household she belongs to.
    

    
      Her father, Duke Zain, goes without saying, and her older brother is the leader of the evil-slaying unit, the type to blast magic first and ask questions later if you’re a villain.
    

    
      “Oh, not yet, I guess.”
    

    
      In any case, the Zain family, who stand at the forefront of the magic corps judging evil, is my absolute worst matchup.
    

    
      So, I should avoid running into her as much as possible.
    

    
      —Or so I vowed.
    

    
      But the world never goes as planned.
    

    
      There, in the distance, Karina was entering the training hall with her group of followers. 
    

    
      There’s no point in making eye contact, so I started to turn away.
    

    
      “?”
    

    
      They were heading straight toward where Yuria was.
    

    
      “…What? Are they close?”
    

    
      As far as I know, they aren’t.
    

    
      The two have no connection, and given Karina’s personality—she thinks she’s the center of the world—Yuria, with her radiant appearance, would naturally be an eyesore to her.
    

    
      Looks carry a lot of weight among girls, after all.
    

    
      “But why are they swarming over there?”
    

    
      I watched quietly, and the atmosphere was definitely not friendly.
    

    
      What should I do?
    

    
      Karina’s a problem, but I realized that since we’d inevitably cross paths in first-year lectures, I might as well deal with it now.
    

    
      So, I headed toward Yuria.
    

    
      “Hey, what’s going on?”
    

    
      Instantly, over ten pairs of eyes shot toward me, piercing my face.
    

    
      Among them, Karina’s gaze was particularly sharp, as if she could kill with a look alone.
    

    
      Of course, I was unfazed.
    

    
      Even professors couldn’t get through my thick skin. 
    

    
      This wouldn’t even leave a scratch.
    

    
      Brushing it off lightly, I asked again.
    

    
      “What’s going on, you guys?”
    

    
      Karina scanned me up and down and smirked.
    

    
      “Nothing at all?”
    

    
      “Didn’t seem like nothing. Weren’t you just insulting Yuria? I heard everything on my way here.”
    

    
      “…Trying to play the protector, huh? How pathetic.”
    

    
      “What? What did you just say?”
    

    
      “Huh? What? Did I say something, Senior Gerard?”
    

    
      I was so dumbfounded that I stared at Karina blankly for a moment.
    

    
      I definitely heard it.
    

    
      That Yuria was “mine.”
    

    
      But I couldn’t say that.
    

    
      Not only was it nonsense, but there were too many listening ears around. 
    

    
      The wording itself could spark a nasty misunderstanding.
    

    
      “You…”
    

    
      “Oh! By the way, I heard you finally became the Herbology assistant? Congrats!”
    

    
      As if sensing the growing attention around us, Karina suddenly flashed a bright smile and started acting coy, waving her arms.
    

    
      Watching her, a question popped into my head. 
    

    
      Out of all the ‘Heroes of Frey’ characters, why did I have to like this crazy girl? What a two-faced brat.
    

    
      “Well, I’ll be counting on you in the next lecture! Yuria, you hang in there too!”
    

    
      I shook my head as I watched them leave.
    

    
      Man, it’s like a storm just blew through.
    

    
      If there’s a downside to the training hall, it’s that since cadets from all years come here, you end up seeing faces you’d rather avoid.
    

    
      “What did she say?”
    

    
      “Nothing. She didn’t say much.”
    

    
      No, why do you keep saying it’s nothing? 
    

    
      What about the vicious insults I overheard on my way here?
    

    
      “But, Senior.”
    

    
      “Yeah, what?”
    

    
      “I’m really going to work hard.”
    

    
      Yuria, still staring in the direction Karina had gone, spoke with determination again. 
    

    
      But this time, her words sounded different.
    

    
      ‘I’m definitely going to crush her later.’
    

    
      I glanced down and saw her hand gripping the sword hilt, pale and bloodless.
    

    
      You’re really pissed, aren’t you?
    

    
      “…Yeah. Work hard.”
    

    
      So, Yuria’s got a rival now, huh?
    

    
      No, wait.
    

    
      That’s not a rival. 
    

    
      It’s more like an enemy.
    

    
      Having something to aim for is better than nothing, so maybe this is a positive thing?
    

    
      In terms of motivation, coming to the training hall now and then might not be a bad idea.
    

    
      “So, you’ve got to help me a lot, Senior.”
    

    
      “Of course.”
    

    
      “Promise.”
    

    
      “I got it.”
    

    
      “So, we’ll meet every day, right?”
    

    
      “?”
    

    
      How did the conversation end up here?
    

    
      “No, we’re already meeting a lot.”
    

    
      “We need to do more. Spar with me every day, give me feedback every day. You have to watch me grow day by day.”
    

    
      Yuria’s sparkling, glass-like eyes suddenly felt intimidating.
    

    
      And so, after several incidents.
    

    
      By the time I finished giving Yuria feedback on her swordsmanship, it was already late afternoon.
    

    
      We were munching on cold toast we’d packed in the morning, flipping through a booklet.
    

    
      This booklet was called the ‘Vision List.’
    

    
      It was a kind of guidebook that concisely listed the names, origins, and descriptions of the countless Visions stored in the Vault.
    

    
      All cadets had one to prepare for their ‘Vision Selection.’
    

    
      Based on this, cadets predicted and designed their Vision Trees and trained accordingly.
    

    
      Of course, I had one too.
    

    
      …Somewhere.
    

    
      It seemed the past Gerard had lost his, as I couldn’t find it.
    

    
      Well, since I had most of the important Visions memorized, I didn’t bother looking for it. 
    

    
      I’d already jotted down my Vision Tree in a notebook after possessing this body.
    

    
      Anyway.
    

    
      Right now, we were poring over the Vision List together, discussing what Yuria’s first Vision selection should be.
    

    
      In other words, career counseling.
    

    
      The first Vision selection for a first-year is a critical ritual, as it sets the foundation for the direction of their Vision Tree.
    

    
      I spoke up, quite seriously.
    

    
      “You’ve learned two swordsmanship styles so far, right?”
    

    
      “Yes. Traditional Swordsmanship and the first half of Royal Swordsmanship.
    

    
      Traditional Swordsmanship is so basic it barely counts as swordsmanship.
    

    
      In reality, the only Vision Yuria currently has is the first half of Royal Swordsmanship.
    

    
      Of course, she can use magic too, but I didn’t bring it up.
    

    
      Until she mentions it herself, I’m not going to say a word about magic—not even the ‘m’ sound. 
    

    
      For now, let’s just assume she knows it’s a form of physical enhancement.
    

    
      “What’s good? When I consulted with my advisor, they recommended the second half of Royal Swordsmanship.”
    

    
      “That’s the standard choice.”
    

    
      Royal Swordsmanship.
    

    
      Its full name, ‘Frey Royal Swordsmanship,’ is the main swordsmanship of Aidan Frey, the great hero who sealed the great demon a thousand years ago.
    

    
      Its perfection goes without saying.
    

    
      With flawless balance in offense and defense, stability, and the profound subtlety woven into it, it has been passed down through the ages and forms the foundation of all swordsmanship existing in the Empire today—a style universally recognized as exceptional.
    

    
      Royal Swordsmanship is divided into a total of 26 forms: 12 forms in the first half, 12 in the second half, and 2 final forms.
    

    
      The first 12 forms can be learned at soldier training camps or general swordsmanship schools for a fee. 
    

    
      Not only soldiers but also mercenaries, nobles, and wealthy individuals learn it for self-defense.
    

    
      The second half, however, is treated differently.
    

    
      The second half involves directly controlling aura, a so-called advanced swordsmanship that only aura users can master. 
    

    
      In particular, more than half of the second half’s 12 forms require an aura sword to unleash their full power.
    

    
      As such, it’s only permitted to be taught at knight schools and Frey Academy.
    

    
      Because of this, cadets from families with their own Vision swordsmanship learn their family’s techniques, while talented commoners with no notable background, like Yuria, typically master Royal Swordsmanship as their main style.
    

    
      For a commoner like Yuria to learn Royal Swordsmanship is nothing short of the ‘royal path.’
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      But I hesitated.
    

    
      The second half of Royal Swordsmanship.
    

    
      It’s certainly a great style, but…
    

    
      Since I’m planning to raise Yuria as a magic swordsman, I can’t help but consider magic as well.
    

    
      When factoring that in, Royal Swordsmanship is not the standard choice—it’s the one to avoid at all costs.
    

    
      After all, Royal Swordsmanship is a heavy sword style based on two-handed swords.
    

    
      It’s a style that requires extreme control of the entire body—legs, waist, chest, arms—to unleash its full power, relying heavily on physical strength.
    

    
      It’s obviously the worst match for someone who also uses magic.
    

    
      The best match would be the ever-changing illusion sword.
    

    
      A swift sword style is decent too, but a soft, flowing sword style should be avoided, as it increases the reliance on magic.
    

    
      Even the magic swordsman Sigaro didn’t escape this rule, mastering the illusion sword [Yuda Sword] as his main style.
    

    
      The Yuda Sword is the swordsmanship of Yuda, a wandering swordsman who made a name for himself on the continent a hundred years ago. 
    

    
      Yuda fought in hundreds of duels, losing only once—and that loss led to his death.
    

    
      Yuda Sword.
    

    
      Not bad, right?
    

    
      After flipping through the booklet a few times, I easily found the description of the Yuda Sword.
    

    
      “How about this?”
    

    
      “Yuda Sword?”
    

    
      “Yeah. I think it’d suit you well.”
    

    
      “In what way?”
    

    
      I explained the reasons.
    

    
      Naturally, I left out anything about magic. 
    

    
      I stuck to the unembellished facts.
    

    
      “For one, you’re a girl. Royal Swordsmanship is a heavy sword style, so it’s better suited for guys.”
    

    
      “No. I don’t think that way. It’s a matter of effort. If you work yourself to death, a girl can reach the same heights. There are already plenty of outstanding female knights active in the field.”
    

    
      She’s not wrong.
    

    
      Female knights who use heavy swords? 
    

    
      They exist, of course.
    

    
      But have you ever thought about why they can’t progress beyond a certain level? 
    

    
      Why, throughout history, not a single female knight has become a master of Royal Swordsmanship?
    

    
      I asked her that directly.
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      She had no response.
    

    
      But she didn’t want to admit it either, her lips tightly pressed together.
    

    
      Stubborn as ever.
    

    
      “Yuria. Man or woman, this is a practical issue. It’s a reality, a limitation that women have to accept. But women also have strengths that far surpass men’s.”
    

    
      “What’s that?”
    

    
      “Speed, derived from physical flexibility.”
    

    
      In truth, the Yuda Sword was a decoy.
    

    
      I had a real suggestion in mind.
    

    
      I flipped to the next page and pointed to a specific swordsmanship.
    

    
      “So, what I’m saying is, instead of the Yuda Sword, this one would suit you…”
    

    
      But then, I saw a Vision listed in the corner of the booklet and couldn’t finish my sentence.
    

    
      My eyes were glued to it, unable to look away.
    

    
      “Senior?”
    

    
      “Huh? Oh. Sorry.”
    

    
      “What’s wrong? Are you feeling sick?”
    

    
      “It’s nothing. Anyway, the Vision I recommend is High-Speed Swordsmanship. As the name suggests, it pursues extreme speed, and the level of the swordsmanship itself varies depending on the swordsman wielding it. Since it’s a type of swift sword…”
    

    
      My mouth kept moving, but my eyes were still fixed on that Vision in the corner of the booklet.
    

    
      The Vision’s name was,
    

    
      [Dagger Shift]
    

    
      And it was a Vision I hadn’t even seen back when I was obsessed with ‘Heroes of Frey.’
    

    
      Well, even I don’t know every single Vision in the Vault, so it’s natural I wouldn’t know obscure ones.
    

    
      But according to the description, [Dagger Shift] was classified as ‘swordsmanship.’
    

    
      Swordsmanship.
    

    
      It’s definitely swordsmanship.
    

    
      So why do I keep reading it as ‘mid-level thievery’?
    

    
      The Shadow’s Vision Tomes, which were lost ten years ago.
    

    
      Could this [Dagger Shift] be one of those Visions?
    

    
      And could it hold clues to other Visions, perhaps even mid-level thievery?
    

    
      The moment I thought that, my heart started pounding like crazy.
    

    
      Because the name [Dagger Shift] was glowing in gold.
    

    
      [Gaius’s Insight] was telling me.
    

    
      My guess was correct.
    

    
      …Looks like I need to move up my plans for the Vault.
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      "Senior."
    

    
      "Yeah."
    

    
      "If some rumor about you spread around the Academy, how would you feel?"
    

    
      On the way to the dorms.
    

    
      Before we parted ways to our respective dormitories, Yuria suddenly asked me this.
    

    
      "Rumor?"
    

    
      "Yes."
    

    
      "Hmm. I guess it depends on what kind of rumor?"
    

    
      "A rumor that you're dating some female cadet."
    

    
      "That’d be bad."
    

    
      When I firmly declared this, Yuria widened her eyes and countered.
    

    
      "Why?"
    

    
      "Well, because that’s not gonna happen? I don’t have any plans to date here."
    

    
      "Ah."
    

    
      "Honestly, the idea of me even thinking about dating is laughable. What kind of crazy girl would go out with the Academy’s reject?"
    

    
      "That’s just because people don’t know you well."
    

    
      Yuria shook her head vigorously from side to side. 
    

    
      The sight reminded me of a black cat puffing up its fur and shaking it, making a smile tug at my lips.
    

    
      "Haha. Alright, alright. But why bring up rumors all of a sudden? Who’s saying I’m dating someone?"
    

    
      Yuria flinched.
    

    
      "Uh, no one?"
    

    
      Anyone could tell she was reacting as if such a rumor was already spreading.
    

    
      "Ah, anyway, I’m going! Thanks for today, so head in!"
    

    
      With that, Yuria scurried off toward the girls’ dorm.
    

    
      Hmm. A scandal, huh.
    

    
      I didn’t think much of it. 
    

    
      My reputation was already in the gutter, so one more scandal wouldn’t change things much.
    

    
      No, actually, I didn’t think about it at all.
    

    
      Because my mind was entirely elsewhere throughout the conversation.
    

    
      I stood still, watching Yuria disappear through the main entrance of the girls’ dorm. 
    

    
      Once I confirmed she was completely gone, I started walking.
    

    
      Not toward the boys’ dorm, but somewhere else.
    

    
      The southern outskirts.
    

    
      I arrived at an open clearing there and scanned the surroundings.
    

    
      It was close enough to the dorms, surrounded by trees that blocked the view from outside, making it unlikely for anyone to spot me.
    

    
      It was also a secluded area where people rarely passed by, and right next to it was the green space where I met with Luis.
    

    
      My secret hideout, so to speak.
    

    
      Under that towering tree over there, the Lumigan Grass I gave to Luis was steadily taking root and growing.
    

    
      Anyway.
    

    
      The reason I suddenly changed direction and came here instead of the dorms was to hurry up preparations for the Vault operation.
    

    
      The day when cadets choose their Visions was next Wednesday. 
    

    
      If I didn’t raid the Secret Tomes before then, I’d be left picking up whatever leftover Vision tomes were lying around.
    

    
      Originally, I planned to proceed cautiously, like crossing a stone bridge step by step.
    

    
      This was, after all, a critical operation that would form the foundation of my strength. 
    

    
      It was only natural to start the job once I was absolutely certain everything was perfect.
    

    
      But today’s events changed my mind.
    

    
      The trigger, of course, was [Dagger Shift].
    

    
      [Gaius’s Insight] had said that [Dagger Shift] was a branch of a lost intermediate thievery technique.
    

    
      If that was the case, this couldn’t be delayed. 
    

    
      Because, ultimately, the Vision that would make me grow wasn’t swordsmanship or magic—it was thievery.
    

    
      For me, whose top priority was growth, the most important task was to collect lost intermediate thievery techniques first.
    

    
      "Summon."
    

    
      That’s why I came straight to my hideout.
    

    
      To check if I was fully prepared to begin the operation.
    

    
      To see if my bond with Sylph and my mental strength were sufficient to execute [Phase Shift].
    

    
      To confirm if I could infiltrate the Vault without being detected.
    

    
      Was it because of the elixir I took? 
    

    
      My mind was convinced that all preparations were already perfect.
    

    
      "But how will it actually go?"
    

    
      Muttering to myself, I sent the summoned Sylph soaring into the sky.
    

    
      Chirrup!
    

    
      A gentle breeze blew, ruffling my hair.
    

    
      Sylph, transformed into a gust of wind, flowed somewhere per my instructions.
    

    
      Passing between trees, rustling bushes, and caressing flower petals.
    

    
      As my bond with the spirit strengthened, those sensations began to transfer to me one by one.
    

    
      When I closed my eyes, the things Sylph felt started to register through my senses.
    

    
      The place Sylph headed was a building two hundred meters away from this clearing.
    

    
      Boys’ Dormitory C.
    

    
      Sylph arrived in front of a room on the second floor and paused its wingbeats. 
    

    
      The smooth flow of the breeze was blocked by something.
    

    
      ‘What’s wrong? What’s going on?’
    

    
      At my question, my vision briefly flashed. 
    

    
      A hard, cold sensation touched my forehead.
    

    
      Ah.
    

    
      It was a glass window.
    

    
      The window.
    

    
      The window was closed.
    

    
      ‘Oh, right. I closed the window.’
    

    
      That’s when it hit me.
    

    
      A small drainage hole in the window frame came to mind.
    

    
      A gap small enough for Sylph, as a breeze, to slip through.
    

    
      The question was whether Sylph could follow such a precise instruction.
    

    
      But my worries were short-lived. 
    

    
      A familiar, warm sensation began to spread through my body.
    

    
      Sylph had read my mind and entered the room.
    

    
      ‘…Phase Shift.’
    

    
      When I opened my eyes.
    

    
      I was standing in the middle of my room.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Upon checking, I found that with my current mental strength, the maximum distance I could perform [Phase Shift] was two hundred fifty meters. 
    

    
      Beyond that, my bond with Sylph would completely break.
    

    
      No matter.
    

    
      That was more than enough.
    

    
      The radius of the green space surrounding the Vault was only a hundred meters. 
    

    
      It was well within the range where I could use [Phase Shift] anytime, anywhere.
    

    
      In other words, preparations were perfect.
    

    
      The next day.
    

    
      I spent the day training with Yuria as usual before returning to the dorm.
    

    
      Night fell quickly.
    

    
      "Anything unusual?"
    

    
      "Nothing, sir."
    

    
      "Alright. If you’re training at night, report to the supervisor’s office. Sleep well."
    

    
      The dorm supervisor closed the door and stepped into the hallway.
    

    
      Soon, 11:00 p.m. arrived.
    

    
      The announcement signaling the end of roll call echoed through the dormitory, and the night-lights illuminating the windows all turned off at once.
    

    
      Darkness enveloped everything, and a quiet night settled in.
    

    
      A time to rest weary bodies and slip into sweet dreams.
    

    
      I slipped into that silence.
    

    
      The faint sound of rustling clothes echoed softly in the room.
    

    
      Swish, swish.
    

    
      I summoned Sylph, sent it out the window, and closed the window again.
    

    
      The convenience of [Phase Shift] was evident in moments like this.
    

    
      Normally, sneaking out of the dormitory would require meticulous caution at every step.
    

    
      But now, there was no need for that.
    

    
      "Phase Shift."
    

    
      That one technique made it simple.
    

    
      In an instant, my body was transported to the branch of a massive old tree.
    

    
      I reverse-summoned Sylph, who was likely in my room, and lightly jumped to the ground below.
    

    
      This was a rest area located between the Vault and the dorms.
    

    
      The Academy guards patrolled specific areas, but 11:30 p.m. was shift change time.
    

    
      In other words, this was when security was at its weakest.
    

    
      Plus, unlike the Lumigan Grass operation, there were no time constraints like someone showing up, so my steps naturally carried a sense of ease.
    

    
      As long as I wasn’t caught, it was simple.
    

    
      Even though this operation, including the Cult’s request, might have the highest difficulty, the danger level was the lowest.
    

    
      Casting the thievery technique [Night Vision], I melted into the shadows of the building.
    

    
      As I moved stealthily.
    

    
      "…."
    

    
      Suddenly, I veered off course. 
    

    
      Turning my body, I headed not toward the Vault but to the back of a school building.
    

    
      A secluded path soon appeared.
    

    
      The narrow alley, formed by the school building and a wall, was a well-known spot where cadets had discreet rendezvous. 
    

    
      How far did I go into it?
    

    
      The alley ended at a wall, and I turned my head.
    

    
      A man was standing tall behind me.
    

    
      A man clad in black from head to toe.
    

    
      We sized each other up.
    

    
      "You must be confident in your skills. To think you knew I was following you and still came to a place like this. Did you lure me here on purpose?"
    

    
      "…."
    

    
      "Silent, huh. Hmm."
    

    
      He scanned me up and down with sharp eyes and asked.
    

    
      "Do you know who I am?"
    

    
      "No clue."
    

    
      "Hmm? But you’re awfully calm. I’m actually a staff member at this Academy."
    

    
      "Bullshit."
    

    
      "Hmm. Not falling for it, huh."
    

    
      He scratched the back of his head.
    

    
      "How’d you know? I could’ve been an actual staff member."
    

    
      "If you were really staff, the first thing you’d have done is alert others about an intruder. Would you have followed me so cautiously?"
    

    
      "Now that I think about it, you’re right."
    

    
      The man nodded in agreement.
    

    
      Watching him, I thought to myself.
    

    
      What’s this guy’s deal?
    

    
      The tension in my body eased.
    

    
      He seemed sloppy somehow, and there was no hostility.
    

    
      His appearance suggested an assassin or hired thug, but his speech and behavior were ridiculously amateurish.
    

    
      Seriously, what’s his deal?
    

    
      I decided to prod him lightly.
    

    
      "If your head’s empty, why not stuff it with rocks to at least keep your balance?"
    

    
      "Are you saying I’m a blockhead?"
    

    
      "No. I’m saying you’re worse than that."
    

    
      The effect of the provocation was astonishingly immediate.
    

    
      Clang!
       A sharp glint flashed from his waist.
    

    
      An arming sword, about the length of an adult’s forearm.
    

    
      Judging by the speed of his draw and the way he held the sword, he wasn’t a complete novice.
    

    
      "Why provoke me? I haven’t done anything to you yet."
    

    
      "You followed me."
    

    
      "Ah. I did, didn’t I."
    

    
      He nodded again, conceding.
    

    
      I started to think he might just be an idiot.
    

    
      Judging by his quick-tempered nature, he didn’t seem like a trained assassin.
    

    
      "Hey. What are you, really?"
    

    
      "Me?"
    

    
      He let out a low chuckle before answering.
    

    
      "Can’t tell you that. I’ll just get to the point. The reason I followed you is because of one item."
    

    
      "Item?"
    

    
      "Yeah. I’m looking for that item."
    

    
      A certain possibility flashed through my mind.
    

    
      "Is that item an artifact, by any chance?"
    

    
      The moment I said that, his gaze sharpened instantly.
    

    
      "I knew it! You’re the one! The bastard who stole the [Might of the Giant] back then."
    

    
      It wasn’t just his gaze that changed.
    

    
      His aura.
    

    
      A sharp energy began to emanate from him as he raised his sword, swirling like clouds.
    

    
      "That’s something I’ve been searching for for a long time. Hand it over. Do that, and I’ll let you go quietly."
    

    
      I sighed inwardly.
    

    
      I had a feeling, and it turned out to be true.
    

    
      Now I understood the whole situation.
    

    
      When I first realized someone was tailing me, I’ll admit, my heart sank. 
    

    
      But since he didn’t do anything and just followed quietly, I thought, maybe? And here we were.
    

    
      That may have become reality.
    

    
      A fight…
    

    
      —There’s no avoiding it, is there.
    

    
      "I don’t have it."
    

    
      "Then where is it?"
    

    
      "Can’t tell you."
    

    
      If I told you, we’d both end up dead.
    

    
      "I knew you’d say that. I hope you don’t regret that choice."
    

    
      Heh heh.
       A sinister laugh slipped through the black mask.
    

    
      Then, abruptly, the laughter stopped.
    

    
      The moonlight reflected off the sword’s surface cast a glow in his eyes.
    

    
      He closed his eyes once and opened them.
    

    
      A faint breeze stirred. 
    

    
      In an instant, he vanished from his spot.
    

    
      At the same time, a chilling sensation came from my lower right.
    

    
      "…!"
    

    
      I quickly drew a dagger from my waist.
    

    
      Clang!
       The sword and dagger clashed, sparks flying. 
    

    
      Before the red-hot embers could hit the ground, he vanished from my sight again.
    

    
      This time, behind me.
    

    
      I wasn’t going to just take it. 
    

    
      Pivoting on my left foot, I twisted my waist and moved my right foot to flank him. 
    

    
      His eyes widened in surprise for a moment.
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      "Not bad! But!"
    

    
      He charged at me, flinging one hand outward.
    

    
      Dozens of needles flew, filling the space in front of me.
    

    
      Realizing it’d be impossible to deflect them all with a short dagger, I channeled mana to complete a spell.
    

    
      Summon, Sylph.
    

    
      A sudden gust of wind blew all the needles away. 
    

    
      Seeing this, he froze, letting out a cry of astonishment.
    

    
      "…What’s that? Magic?"
    

    
      Instead of answering, I unstrapped something from my back and gripped it.
    

    
      A sleek body made of black steel.
    

    
      A staff with a raven’s head at the top.
    

    
      "What’s that? Playing mage at this point?"
    

    
      Ignoring him, I grabbed both ends of the staff.
    

    
      Then, slowly, I pulled the raven’s head sideways.
    

    
      Shiiing—
    

    
      With a smooth sound, the staff extended. 
    

    
      A milky-white sword light gleamed from within, accompanied by a gasp.
    

    
      "…A sword-staff? An artifact, no less?"
    

    
      His shock was brief. 
    

    
      Soon, a fiery greed blazed in his eyes.
    

    
      "Then I’ll take that too!"
    

    
      He charged at me again.
    

    
      Like before, his arming sword swung from below. 
    

    
      I dodged by leaning back, then lightly thrust my sword forward. 
    

    
      But he had already retreated far back.
    

    
      "No matter how good your weapon is, it’s useless if it can’t hit me."
    

    
      He sneered, circling around me.
    

    
      His speed was incredible.
    

    
      I held the sword in one hand and the staff, now a scabbard, in the other, waiting for the right moment.
    

    
      He was right.
    

    
      This artifact, Raven, which combined the abilities of a staff and a sword, was more valuable as a sacred relic symbolizing the guild than for its artifact abilities.
    

    
      It did have special abilities, but using them here would be too risky, and I wasn’t sure they’d work against someone moving that fast.
    

    
      I observed him.
    

    
      No matter how I looked at it, his movements weren’t purely physical—they were aided by some Vision.
    

    
      No doubt about it.
    

    
      What Vision was it? 
    

    
      Given the extraordinary speed and movement, it was likely an advanced Vision, but no specific name came to mind.
    

    
      Then, for a split second, my eyes lost track of his movements.
    

    
      He didn’t miss the opportunity.
    

    
      "Haa!"
    

    
      I quickly threw my dagger.
    

    
      But he easily dodged it by kicking off the wall to change direction, then shot straight toward me.
    

    
      I swung Raven upward from below.
    

    
      "Too late!"
    

    
      Yes.
    

    
      Too late.
    

    
      Swinging Raven now wouldn’t stop his sword from piercing my body.
    

    
      But this was a feint.
    

    
      While pretending to swing Raven, I used [Telekinesis] to redirect the dagger I’d just thrown.
    

    
      Thud!
       The sound of flesh being pierced rang out, and his eyes widened in shock. 
    

    
      He stumbled, losing balance momentarily.
    

    
      Still charging at me, his momentum was gone, and his movements no longer felt threatening.
    

    
      I drove Raven into the ground, and as he got close, I swung my fist straight at his face.
    

    
      Crack!
    

    
      A brutal sound echoed through the alley.
    

    
      He was slammed to the ground, rolling two and a half times before crashing into the corner of the wall and stopping.
    

    
      He writhed like a slug.
    

    
      "Ugh. H-How did the thrown dagger change direction in midair… Are all Shadow thieves like this?"
    

    
      My mood sank instantly.
    

    
      A guy who knew about Shadow.
    

    
      "Where are you from?"
    

    
      Instead of answering, he pulled something from his coat and pointed it at me.
    

    
      Click.
    

    
      A gun.
    

    
      Its official name in this world was a One Hand Musket.
    

    
      A magitech weapon once heavily researched but abandoned due to its flaws.
    

    
      I smirked.
    

    
      "You’ve got some unexpected stuff. Stole that too?"
    

    
      He didn’t answer this time either.
    

    
      "Think you can hit me?"
    

    
      The muzzle of the musket trembled.
    

    
      That was answer enough.
    

    
      A musket required loading, aiming, and firing to hit its target effectively. 
    

    
      But unlike modern firearms, the muskets here had abysmal accuracy.
    

    
      The first reason was the heavy barrel material needed to counter the recoil of mana-powered bullets. 
    

    
      The second was the lack of a sighting mechanism. 
    

    
      The third was the resulting lack of proficiency.
    

    
      Even hitting a running civilian was nearly impossible with its terrible accuracy.
    

    
      But.
    

    
      "Go on."
    

    
      I waved my hand dismissively.
    

    
      It wasn’t the musket or the bullet that would come out of it that I feared, obviously.
    

    
      It was the sound. 
    

    
      The gunshot.
    

    
      If he’d pulled out the musket with that in mind, he wasn’t a complete idiot.
    

    
      "Get lost while I’m giving you the chance."
    

    
      "…."
    

    
      He looked at me with wary eyes, then slowly backed away.
    

    
      Then, all of a sudden, he leaped onto the wall and vanished into the darkness in an instant.
    

    
      Even seeing it again, his speed was impressive enough to warrant admiration.
    

    
      "What kind of Vision is that?"
    

    
      I pondered his identity for a moment.
    

    
      His swordsmanship wasn’t particularly advanced. 
    

    
      At best, he was second-rate, around Yuria’s level or slightly below.
    

    
      But that incredible speed made up for everything.
    

    
      How many people on this continent could catch him with pure physical ability if he decided to flee? 
    

    
      My conclusion was probably fewer than a hundred.
    

    
      "Damn. Maybe I should’ve broken one of his legs."
    

    
      For some reason, I had a feeling I’d run into him again.
    

    
      Hmm. 
    

    
      His obsession with artifacts suggests he’s a thief, but he doesn’t seem to have received systematic training.
    

    
      "Just some punk who got lucky and learned an advanced Vision?"
    

    
      As I mulled over various theories and headed back toward the Vault.
    

    
      Belatedly, I realized my body felt lighter than when I’d started and stopped in my tracks.
    

    
      The belt around my waist felt light.
    

    
      With trembling hands, I checked the belt.
    

    
      Five dagger sheaths.
    

    
      Only four daggers were in place. 
    

    
      One was missing.
    

    
      Where was it?
    

    
      It wasn’t hard to guess.
    

    
      Picturing the dagger lodged in his back, I smacked my forehead.
    

    
      "…Goddamn it."
    

    
      That feeling I’d run into him again? Screw that.
    

    
      Now I had a reason to go looking for him.
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      Chapter 24: Clues from the Past
    

    
      "Phase Shift."
    

    
      When I opened my eyes, a massive bookshelf stood before me.
    

    
      For a moment, I was overwhelmed by its size, staring blankly at the bookshelf.
    

    
      The sharp smell of paper and oil stung my nose.
    

    
      Inside the bookshelf, countless Secret Tomes were neatly arranged.
    

    
      All of them were pristine copies. 
    

    
      I could see more bookshelves just like this one, lined up like dominoes stretching far into the distance.
    

    
      Even though this was my second time seeing it in person, the sheer scale left me dazed once again.
    

    
      No matter how many times I saw it, the size alone could slap any modern library across the face.
    

    
      The caretakers of the Vault were three librarians in total.
    

    
      From meticulously managing the archive—regulating internal humidity, classifying Visions, and keeping track of inventory—to researching the Secret Tomes and even counseling cadets, the librarians were versatile talents who played multifaceted roles within the Academy.
    

    
      One of them was a follower bought by the Beltus Cult.
    

    
      His name was Ged.
    

    
      A sudden thought crossed my mind, and I moved toward one of the bookshelves.
    

    
      Step, step──
    

    
      I saw familiar titles of Secret Tomes slotted into the bookshelf.
    

    
      [Contract and Summon]
    

    
      [Contract and Summon]
    

    
      [Contract and Summon]
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      This bookshelf was dedicated solely to Visions related to Summoning Arts.
    

    
      Among them, [Contract and Summon] was the introductory and most fundamental Vision for Summoning Arts, so there were no less than ten identical copies lined up.
    

    
      I ran my fingers over them one by one until I pulled out a single copy of [Contract and Summon] that felt unusually rough to the touch.
    

    
      I opened it.
    

    
      Where there should have been text, only blank white pages greeted me.
    

    
      “As expected. It’s still here.”
    

    
      This was a fake Secret Tome I had swapped in during my last visit to the Vault to deceive the librarians.
    

    
      The fact that it was still here meant the archive’s management was currently being neglected.
    

    
      All thanks to Ged.
    

    
      Naturally, I had prepared plenty of these decoy notebooks for today as well.
    

    
      To be honest, if the librarians were doing their jobs properly, this cheap trick would’ve been caught in no time.
    

    
      But since Ged, the one responsible for book management, was too busy handling orders from the Cult to focus on his duties, he failed to notice even this simple deception.
    

    
      Well, thanks to that, I was reaping the benefits in the meantime.
    

    
      Anyway, recalling my original purpose, I slid the notebook back into place and moved on.
    

    
      Skipping past rows of countless bookshelves, I approached one tucked away in a corner.
    

    
      Category - Non-Mainstream.
    

    
      The shelf was filled with Secret Tomes, but I only recognized a handful of them. 
    

    
      Some even made me wonder, 
      Is this really a Vision?
    

    
      “Dagger Shift… Dagger Shift… Ah. Here it is.”
    

    
      The Vision I was looking for was on the bottom shelf, shoved into the far-right corner.
    

    
      Being non-mainstream, there was only one copy.
    

    
      Could this really be one of the Secret Tomes lost by Shadow?
    

    
      With tense eyes, I peered at the Secret Tome, slowly reaching out. 
    

    
      The moment my fingers touched it, the texture felt different from the others.
    

    
      My heart swelled with anticipation, ready to burst. 
    

    
      In that state, I carefully flipped open the cover.
    

    
      Rustle──
    

    
      “…Believe in the dagger.”
    

    
      The first sentence of the Secret Tome loomed before my eyes.
    

    
      Believe in the dagger.
    

    
      The dagger is like a lifelong companion.
    

    
      There are no secrets.
    

    
      Only when you know each other best can you call yourselves true companions, and only then are you worthy of sharing each other’s blood.
    

    
      Moreover, blood is the heart.
    

    
      When the heart leads, the body naturally follows. 
    

    
      Throw with conviction.
    

    
      On a fog-covered night, it will open the path for you.
    

    
      “?”
    

    
      The first thing that popped into my head was a question mark.
    

    
      What kind of nonsense is this?
    

    
      I turned the page.
    

    
      The next page was blank.
    

    
      Just this single page, with seven verses that could be song lyrics or a poem—impossible to tell apart—was the entirety of this Secret Tome.
    

    
      I’d bet my life on it.
    

    
      There aren’t many people who could stay calm in this situation.
    

    
      A typical Secret Tome is packed with detailed, user-friendly explanations: the Vision’s origin, diagrams of the body with mana flow, spell-casting processes, and so on. 
    

    
      It concludes with practical applications, the founder’s insights, and advice.
    

    
      Every Secret Tome is like that.
    

    
      But a poem?
    

    
      It’s too out of left field.
    

    
      Yet, they say a shock too great can snap you back to your senses, and at some point, my mind cleared.
    

    
      I looked at the Secret Tome again.
    

    
      And I resolved the most critical question.
    

    
      This wasn’t swordsmanship.
    

    
      It was Dagger Arts.
    

    
      “Believe in the dagger. The dagger is like a lifelong companion.”
    

    
      That line said it all.
    

    
      After all, the only people on the continent who spend their lives with daggers are one kind of people.
    

    
      Thieves.
    

    
      Of course, some knights use daggers as secondary weapons, and mages carry them for self-defense. 
    

    
      But what they spend their lives with are swords or staves—magical tools—not daggers.
    

    
      The dagger is the thief’s primary weapon and comrade-in-arms.
    

    
      “As expected. My hunch was right.”
    

    
      Whether it was a song or a poem.
    

    
      The fact that my prediction was spot-on filled me with satisfaction, and my heart began pounding uncontrollably.
    

    
      Adrenaline surged through my brain.
    

    
      With newfound certainty, my perspective and mindset shifted.
    

    
      Following that flow, I examined the Secret Tome again.
    

    
      By the third read, I realized each verse held hidden meanings.
    

    
      “Only when you know each other best can you call yourselves true companions, and only then are you worthy of sharing each other’s blood.”
    

    
      It was a long sentence.
    

    
      I substituted “companion” with “dagger.”
    

    
      Then, “know each other best” could mean knowing the dagger best—in other words, reaching the level of a master.
    

    
      A master is someone whose body moves before their mind, in an unconscious state. 
    

    
      Someone who can apply Dagger Arts in any situation, whose dagger moves freely under any constraint—that’s a master.
    

    
      And only then are you worthy of sharing each other’s blood.
    

    
      I asked myself.
    

    
      Did I qualify?
    

    
      Could I wield Dagger Arts in any situation, as naturally as breathing?
    

    
      Was I a master?
    

    
      There was only one answer.
    

    
      “Of course.”
    

    
      No need for a second word, and a third would just hurt my mouth.
    

    
      I was someone who never let go of a dagger, spinning it in my hand at every chance. 
    

    
      I could proudly say the dagger was another hand of this body.
    

    
      “Then I’m qualified. But what’s the blood?”
    

    
      The next verse answered immediately.
    

    
      “Blood is the heart.”
    

    
      This phrase was very familiar to me.
    

    
      Blood is the heart.
    

    
      In the world of 
      Heroes of Frey
      , it’s the most frequently quoted phrase during contract rituals.
    

    
      A summoner uses blood to imprint themselves on their contract target. 
    

    
      That’s because the summoner’s mana is contained in their blood.
    

    
      “The summoner’s blood. Then…”
    

    
      Before I knew it, a dagger was in my hand.
    

    
      My face reflected in the transparent blade.
    

    
      For a moment, determination filled that face, and I sliced my palm with the dagger.
    

    
      Slash──
    

    
      Drip, drip. 
    

    
      Red blood droplets fell onto the blade. 
    

    
      The once-transparent blade was soon stained red with my blood.
    

    
      I sprinkled hemostatic powder on the wound and wrapped it with a bandage.
    

    
      Then I waited for a reaction.
    

    
      One minute.
    

    
      Two minutes.
    

    
      Even after five minutes, nothing happened.
    

    
      “Not enough blood?”
    

    
      This time, I held the dagger in my other hand and cut my right palm.
    

    
      Slash!
    

    
      A considerable amount of time passed.
    

    
      By now, I had bandages wrapped not just around both hands but up my arms as well. 
    

    
      Only then did I consider that my approach might be wrong.
    

    
      “Maybe it’s not about coating the blade with blood?”
    

    
      The scene before me looked less like coating and more like the blade had been dunked in blood and pulled out.
    

    
      Anyway, stuck at this point, I slumped into a corner, clutching my head in frustration.
    

    
      “Ugh. Is it because I’m using my brain for the first time in a while? I’m dizzy.”
    

    
      In truth, it might just be anemia.
    

    
      “Tch.”
    

    
      Where did I go wrong?
    

    
      I looked at the Secret Tome again, which I’d already read over a hundred times.
    

    
      Then I noticed something and blinked.
    

    
      Come to think of it, I skipped over one sentence.
    

    
      “There are no secrets.”
    

    
      I had taken it literally, as friends having no secrets, and moved on.
    

    
      But what if it held its own meaning?
    

    
      And what if the subject wasn’t the dagger, but me?
    

    
      “Let’s try it.”
    

    
      Dazed, I sprang to my feet.
    

    
      This was my last shot, I thought.
    

    
      If this didn’t work, then damn it, I really had no idea.
    

    
      I stared at the dagger in my hand. 
    

    
      Once gleaming sharply, it now reeked of blood, caked with dried clots.
    

    
      I lightly swung it side to side, like a leaf caught on a branch.
    

    
      Swoosh…
    

    
      There’s something called the “Form of Flow.”
    

    
      It was created to loosen the hand before performing Dagger Arts, but in truth, it’s the most fundamental training method for Dagger Arts.
    

    
      Naturally, I practiced it like it was second nature, over and over.
    

    
      I could do it with my eyes closed.
    

    
      The dagger danced dazzlingly in my hand. 
    

    
      At some point, it began emitting a radiant glow, scattering light in all directions.
    

    
      Saaa──
    

    
      When the dagger’s dance stopped, the blood that had coated the blade was gone.
    

    
      The dagger had returned to its original transparent state.
    

    
      No, it was slightly different.
    

    
      The blade now faintly shimmered with a red aura.
    

    
      And unless it was my imagination, the pounding of my heartbeat in my chest was now echoing and felt within the dagger itself. 
    

    
      Not metaphorically, but as if it had truly become a part of my body.
    

    
      A racing heart.
    

    
      A trembling vision.
    

    
      “When the heart leads, the body naturally follows.”
    

    
      “Throw with conviction.”
    

    
      I placed the dagger on the floor and slowly stepped back ten paces.
    

    
      “Dagger Shift.”
    

    
      In an instant, a tremendous force pulled my body forward. 
    

    
      My body staggered, losing balance due to the momentum. 
    

    
      It felt like a strong wind had slammed into me and passed through. 
    

    
      I quickly regained my footing and looked up.
    

    
      Before me stood a massive bookshelf.
    

    
      I had moved.
    

    
      …To the spot where I had placed the dagger.
    

    
      “On a fog-covered night, it will open the path for you.”
    

    
      At some point, the dagger I had left on the floor was back in my hand.
    

    
      “Ah.”
    

    
      A faint gasp slipped through my lips.
    

    
      Uncontainable joy and electrifying thrill.
    

    
      And an intense euphoria surging from deep within my core.
    

    
      My entire body trembled with exhilaration.
    

    
      Argh. How do I even describe this feeling?
    

    
      I wanted to scream and let it all out, but I couldn’t.
    

    
      Unable to hold it in, I jumped up and down, flailing my arms wildly.
    

    
      Afterward, drenched in sweat, I collapsed onto the floor.
    

    
      “Haha.”
    

    
      Once I calmed down a bit, the curiosity I had briefly suppressed while learning [Dagger Shift] began to resurface.
    

    
      I picked up the [Dagger Shift] tome and stared at it.
    

    
      “How did this end up in the Vault?”
    

    
      Now I knew.
    

    
      This wasn’t some copy.
    

    
      It was the original.
    

    
      Considering that all Secret Tomes in the Vault are copies from the Vision Star Coffin in the royal palace, this was an irregularity in itself.
    

    
      “A mistake by the palace?”
    

    
      It was impossible to know.
    

    
      Wondering if other Shadow Visions might be here, I got up and scoured the Vault.
    

    
      But it was a futile effort. 
    

    
      The only Shadow Secret Tome in the Vault was this [Dagger Shift].
    

    
      How did the original [Dagger Shift] end up stored in the Vault?
    

    
      And where were the other Secret Tomes lost by Shadow?
    

    
      What exactly was in the palace’s Vision Star Coffin?
    

    
      Lost in deep thought, I shook my head and stood up.
    

    
      “No time for this.”
    

    
      When dawn broke, the librarians would arrive.
    

    
      I had to finish my work and get out before then.
    

    
      I hurriedly performed the same qualification ritual on my remaining daggers.
    

    
      Coating them with blood, spinning them.
    

    
      Coating them again, spinning them again.
    

    
      After feeding all my daggers with my blood, I made a round through the Vault.
    

    
      Like shopping in a mart, picking ingredients off shelves and tossing them into a cart, I pulled the necessary Secret Tomes from the shelves and stored them in my Subspace.
    

    
      Just as more ingredients don’t guarantee a tastier dish, mastering more Visions doesn’t make you stronger. 
    

    
      The key was the sense to use them appropriately and the skill to wield them effectively.
    

    
      So I took only what I needed.
    

    
      Martial Arts to aid in evasion and Magic to compensate for my lacking damage output.
    

    
      The foundation of my Vision tree was the thief’s Visions, and these were merely for support and supplementation—I couldn’t forget that.
    

    
      “This should do.”
    

    
      I cast [Phase Shift] and left the Vault.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      By the time I finished everything and returned to the dormitory, the dawn of a new day was breaking.
    

    
      No windows, huh?
    

    
      I lost track of time.
    

    
      “Almost got trapped and screwed.”
    

    
      Sleep? Well, I’d consider it done.
    

    
      But my mood was light, like I could fly.
    

    
      After all, I got the Secret Tomes I needed and most importantly, I mastered [Dagger Shift].
    

    
      Of course, I’d need more personal training to use it effectively in real combat, but just having it was enough for now, right?
    

    
      So I shared this joy with Luis.
    

    
      “Is that true?”
    

    
      As soon as he heard, Luis exclaimed loudly.
    

    
      He looked at me with disbelief, even dropping his broom.
    

    
      I thought my heart would stop. 
    

    
      Okay, I get that you’re shocked, but you’ve got to maintain Whisper, man.
    

    
      I hurriedly used [Detection] to check the surroundings.
    

    
      Thankfully, there was no one around but us.
    

    
      [Hey, why’d you shout like that?]
    

    
      [Sorry. I couldn’t help it.]
    

    
      [Was it that big a deal?]
    

    
      […Well, it’s unexpected.]
    

    
      I chuckled, looking at Luis, who had already reverted to his old janitor disguise.
    

    
      I understood completely.
    

    
      I was shocked too when I found out it was in the Vault.
    

    
      That made me feel even better. 
    

    
      Seeing a faint smile on Luis’s lips—someone who rarely showed emotion—made a corner of my heart swell with pride for some reason.
    

    
      The reconstruction of Shadow.
    

    
      Right now, I was too busy surviving, but it was a task I’d have to tackle someday.
    

    
      [I’ll give you the Secret Tome later.]
    

    
      [Understood.]
    

    
      [By the way, what do you think? Our guild’s Secret Tome being in the Academy’s Vault and the original, no less.]
    

    
      [It’s entirely possible.]
    

    
      [Huh? Really?]
    

    
      [Yes. In a way, it’s a natural outcome. Weren’t they the ones who destroyed us?]
    

    
      Ten years ago, on a dawn shrouded in thick fog.
    

    
      Shadow vanished from the continent.
    

    
      By the hands of the Central Knights and the Special Magic Corps.
    

    
      In the dead of night, while everyone slept, they stormed in without warning and obliterated the thieves’ stronghold that had shared a history with Icata in a single sweep.
    

    
      Luis called this event the “Fall of the Moon.”
    

    
      The moon, alongside the night raven, was a symbol of Shadow.
    

    
      [It’s not strange that one of the Visions lost back then ended up in the Academy.]
    

    
      [Then most of them probably went to the palace?]
    

    
      [That’s the most likely scenario.]
    

    
      The Vision Star Coffin. 
    

    
      Even for me, who had seen the ending of 
      Heroes of Frey
       dozens of times, it was an unknown territory.
    

    
      Because it was a place players couldn’t enter.
    

    
      [If you’re thinking of infiltrating the palace, forget it. That’s truly suicidal.]
    

    
      [I know.]
    

    
      I said that, but I had a gut feeling.
    

    
      The Vision Star Coffin in the palace.
    

    
      It was a place I’d have to set foot in someday.
    

    
      [But not all the Visions were taken by them during the ‘Fall of the Moon.’]
    

    
      [Oh?]
    

    
      [Yes. Some comrades escaped in the chaos, taking Secret Tomes they deemed important for the guild’s future reconstruction. Just like how I escaped with the Master that day, carrying the ‘Lesser Thievery Tome.’]
    

    
      [Aha.]
    

    
      Then finding those should be the priority.
    

    
      [You did well.]
    

    
      [I know.]
    

    
      […]
    

    
      [So, nothing for me?]
    

    
      [What do you mean?]
    

    
      [A carrot.]
    

    
      [A carrot?]
    

    
      [You said I did well, right? Then give me a carrot so I’ll be motivated to do even better next time.]
    

    
      Luis stood silently for a moment, then, as if something occurred to him, sent another Whisper.
    

    
      [Now that you mention it, I do have a carrot for you, Master.]
    

    
      Huh? I was just saying, but he’s actually giving me something?
    

    
      What could it be?
    

    
      I looked at Luis approaching with expectant eyes.
    

    
      He passed by me and dropped something with a thud.
    

    
      It was a note.
    

    
      […What’s this?]
    

    
      [A request.]
    

    
      Oh.
    

    
      I stared at him, dumbfounded.
    

    
      But somehow, there were two notes in my hand.
    

    
      So I called out to Luis, who was about to leave.
    

    
      [Hold on, Luis. Which one’s the request?]
    

    
      [Both of them.]
    

    
      I blinked, thinking I misheard.
    

    
      But confirmation came immediately.
    

    
      [Both are requests. The Cult issued two orders this time.]
    

    
      [Oh. So there are two requests this time.]
    

    
      [Yes.]
    

    
      […Why’s that? Did something urgent come up with the Cult?]
    

    
      [I didn’t ask for the reason, but just do them. The reward’s double.]
    

    
      Sometimes I wonder.
    

    
      Is Luis loyal to me, or is he actually loyal to money?
    

    
      A carrot, my ass. 
    

    
      I trudged back to the dormitory, grumbling.
    

    
      “Ugh. What’s the point of finding lost Visions? With treatment like this. Just watch me find them.”
    

    
      Muttering complaints, I unfolded the notes.
    

    
      I scanned them quickly and folded them again. No, I crumpled them mercilessly in my hand.
    

    
      A sly grin curled at the corners of my mouth.
    

    
      But my eyes, reflected in the mirror, weren’t smiling.
    

    
      “Unbelievable. These bastards.”
    

    
      Sparks flickered from my fingertips, burning the notes to ash.
    

    
      “So that’s what it was.”
    

    
      I knew something was off when they suddenly dumped two requests on me without prior notice.
    

    
      But there was a real motive behind it.
    

    
      I brushed the ashes off my palm and leaned back in my chair.
    

    
      The two requests in the notes were simple.
    

    
      But.
    

    
      Within those seemingly simple requests, the Cult’s distrust toward me was palpable. 
    

    
      Their intentions were painfully obvious.
    

    
      “These guys. They’re testing me now.”
    

    
      The Cult was questioning my abilities.
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      Chapter 25: Change
    

    
      Tok, tok.
    

    
      I tap my fingers on the desk, lost in thought.
    

    
      The trigger was probably… the previous request, the one to collect the Beast Pouch.
    

    
      But I’ve got something to say about that too.
    

    
      Honestly, it all happened before I could even do anything. 
    

    
      Forget working on it—I was too busy just preparing.
    

    
      But saying this to the Cult would be pointless.
    

    
      To them, it’d just sound like an excuse.
    

    
      The covert operations I’m currently conducting at the Academy are the prelude to the Beltus Cult’s plan, “Destroy the Academy.”
    

    
      And this “Destroy the Academy” is a tributary flowing toward the Cult’s ambition: the “Fall of the Frey Empire.”
    

    
      Perfection is a given.
    

    
      “But I failed.”
    

    
      To be precise, since the Beast Pouch didn’t end up in the Academy’s hands, it wasn’t a complete failure.
    

    
      It was half a failure, and that alone was enough to say that the Cult’s trust in me had crumbled by half.
    

    
      In simple terms, I’m anxious.
    

    
      “Can we keep entrusting requests to a guy like this?”
    

    
      “Is the guild, Shadow, really up to the level of shaping the future alongside our Cult?”
    

    
      These kinds of anxieties led the Cult to impose these two tests on me.
    

    
      “Hmm. I get it. It makes sense. Up until now, I’d handled every request perfectly, so their expectations must’ve been sky-high.”
    

    
      But the greater the expectations, the bigger the disappointment.
    

    
      According to Luis, the reason the Beltus Cult signed a long-term contract with Shadow wasn’t just because of Shadow’s reputation.
    

    
      It wasn’t the fallen prestige, but Gerard’s ability.
    

    
      Purely the results he achieved through that ability.
    

    
      “Didn’t they say he found Bishop Cristiano’s relic, which no one else could locate, in just three days after taking the request?”
    

    
      Afterward, Gerard met Bishop Cristiano in person and, instead of gold, demanded the long-term contract as payment.
    

    
      Looking at it, Gerard wasn’t just skilled as a thief—he was top-notch in business dealings too.
    

    
      And he had some serious guts.
    

    
      But a promise with the Bishop is just that—a promise with the Bishop.
    

    
      Other cult bishops or the cleric under them might be dissatisfied with such a decision.
    

    
      “So, when I slipped up like this, they jumped at the chance, didn’t they?”
    

    
      Since I roughly know the atmosphere within the Cult, I can piece together the context in my head.
    

    
      Either way, the answer is clear.
    

    
      Proof.
    

    
      If I handle these two requests flawlessly, any trace of dissatisfaction the Cult has toward me will vanish as if it never existed.
    

    
      “Something like this was bound to happen eventually. Might as well say it’s for the best.”
    

    
      If this had happened later when I was busier, it would’ve been a real headache.
    

    
      Just like a bone grows stronger after breaking, it’s the same here. 
    

    
      If there are high clerics who distrust me, I’ll just shatter their doubts.
    

    
      And there must be clerics, like the Bishop, who think well of me. 
    

    
      If I handle this request cleanly, their trust in me will only solidify.
    

    
      In fact, I should be grateful they’ve laid out an opportunity to recover from my mistake and expand my influence.
    

    
      Investigate the personal details of ten cadets.
    

    
      That was the content of the first note, Request A.
    

    
      The details to investigate ranged from personality and hobbies to likes and dislikes, frequent hangouts, main routes, dorm room locations, and even their primary skills.
    

    
      A fairly ordinary request and one I could handle instantly without needing to dig further.
    

    
      It’s all already in my head.
    

    
      All I had to do was write it down, and it’d be done.
    

    
      But why did I consider this request a test from the Cult?
    

    
      Because among the nine cadets, there was a name that shouldn’t have been there.
    

    
      Class of 890: Gwyn Gaiard and Karina Zain.
    

    
      Class of 889: Ban Leonhardt and Bain Winter.
    

    
      Class of 888: Asuka Raymond and Yoon Icardnus.
    

    
      The top students from each department, from first to third year.
    

    
      Plus Ivan, who shone during the recent Swamp Orc incident.
    

    
      And me, Gerard.
    

    
      Honestly, when I saw my own name, I let out a wry chuckle.
    

    
      Telling me to investigate myself? 
    

    
      It was oddly amusing.
    

    
      But the last one.
    

    
      Rachel.
    

    
      The moment I saw her name, I immediately sensed the Cult’s ulterior motive.
    

    
      Rachel isn’t like the other eight on this list—she doesn’t have stellar grades or exceptional skills.
    

    
      She hasn’t had any notable achievements recently either.
    

    
      The only reason she’s included is one thing.
    

    
      “They want to see if I can figure out that Rachel is their planted mole.”
    

    
      The Beltus Cult is divided into five major sects based on its doctrine.
    

    
      Death, Darkness, Curse, Destruction, and Demon.
    

    
      Among them, the Darkness Council is an assassination organization trained systematically from childhood for specific missions, and Rachel is a member of that group.
    

    
      So, I hesitated.
    

    
      Should I write down everything I know, or just part of it?
    

    
      “Hmm. For now, revealing half and hiding half seems like the best move.”
    

    
      If I write down everything I know, it might backfire by making the Cult wary of me.
    

    
      Having a skilled intelligence group on your side is reassuring.
    

    
      But if that group’s eyes turn toward you, it’s only natural to feel uneasy and guarded.
    

    
      Right now, my goal is to instill confidence in them.
    

    
      So, I’ll write just enough to achieve that.
    

    
      I wrote down Rachel’s personal details and added a “Special Notes” section below.
    

    
      Special Notes - Confirmed to have some connection with Ged, the librarian at the Vault. Often goes out after classes, and when discreetly followed, always heads to “Ladrier Hotel.” 
    

    
      Interestingly, Ged also frequents this “Ladrier Hotel,” and the hotel’s owner is an executive of the adventurers’ guild “Bandarok”…
    

    
      Then, a sudden thought struck me, and I added one more sentence near the end.
    

    
      …Infiltrated Rachel’s room and discovered a hidden directive, confirming the existence of an unspecified organization behind her.
    

    
      Good. This should be enough.
    

    
      With a satisfied smile, I wrapped up Request A.
    

    
      Next was the second note, Request B.
    

    
      Its main stage wasn’t the Academy.
    

    
      It’s something the Cult’s own resources could easily handle, but the reason it was assigned to me was, of course, to test my abilities.
    

    
      “Retrieving an artifact buried in the cemetery…”
    

    
      It didn’t seem particularly difficult.
    

    
      But it is.
    

    
      Because the cemetery’s caretaker, Sir Roitz, is a retired knight with a level exceeding 60.
    

    
      Not only that, but undead roam the area too. 
    

    
      The inner part of the cemetery, the “Cemetery Core,” is a sort of field dungeon, complete with a field boss.
    

    
      “Good thing the artifact’s burial spot isn’t in the Cemetery Core.”
    

    
      That means the only real obstacle for this request is the caretaker, Roitz.
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      I pause to think.
    

    
      If I end up in a situation where I have to fight Sir Roitz, what are my odds of winning?
    

    
      I ran a mental simulation of battling him.
    

    
      And the conclusion?
    

    
      “…Seventy percent.”
    

    
      But with the artifact and [Dagger Shift].
    

    
      And if I use all the Visions I obtained from the recent Vault operation?
    

    
      “One hundred percent.”
    

    
      I concluded that even if I had to face him, it wouldn’t be a problem.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      The first day of the second week.
    

    
      Naturally, I had classes starting from the first period, so I finished preparing and left the dorm.
    

    
      First period was a second-year course, [The Psychology of Villains].
    

    
      A boring class.
    

    
      The professor at the podium droned on mechanically about the material.
    

    
      Most students were diligently taking notes, but some were fighting off waves of sleep, while others, unable to bear the boredom, were goofing off.
    

    
      All my second-year classes this semester are like this.
    

    
      Theory-heavy lectures where I sit in a classroom listening, rather than practical classes involving physical activity.
    

    
      Because of this, I had no real connection with the Class of 889 students. 
    

    
      There were no chances to work on assignments together or even talk, so the 889 kids treated me like a ghost or some mythical creature.
    

    
      Well, whatever.
    

    
      It’s only the second week.
    

    
      There’s still plenty of time until the death flag of the 16th-week final exams, so I’ll change things step by step.
    

    
      When the lecture ended, lunchtime arrived.
    

    
      I grabbed a quick meal at the cafeteria and, with some time left, headed to the lodge café.
    

    
      It was bustling with cadets.
    

    
      There were seats available, but I felt awkward taking up a spot alone, so I just grabbed a coffee and stepped outside.
    

    
      “Would’ve been nice if Yuria were here.”
    

    
      Yuria was swamped with classes.
    

    
      If the first week was for adjusting to the Academy, the second week marked the real start of Academy life. 
    

    
      She’s probably frazzled with her suddenly packed schedule.
    

    
      “I’ll head to the lecture hall early.”
    

    
      I was climbing the hill toward the main building when someone called out to me.
    

    
      “Gerard.”
    

    
      “Huh? Professor.”
    

    
      It was Baron Tesda.
    

    
      “Student Affairs Officer.”
    

    
      “Oh, right. Of course. Our Student Affairs Officer. What’s up?”
    

    
      “Do I need a reason to call you?”
    

    
      “Not really.”
    

    
      “I just saw you on my way and called out. No big deal.”
    

    
      I glanced at Baron, who had sidled up next to me.
    

    
      The slight upturn of his lips. 
    

    
      He looked like he had something to say.
    

    
      “Pretty busy, huh?”
    

    
      There it is.
    

    
      “Be honest.”
    

    
      “About what?”
    

    
      “You said it was no big deal, but you actually called me over to tease me, didn’t you?”
    

    
      “Hm? No way.”
    

    
      “Don’t play dumb. You know my situation, Officer.”
    

    
      Cadet schedules are generally set by the Student Affairs Office. 
    

    
      Naturally, Baron would know all about my hellish timetable.
    

    
      “Should’ve done better then.”
    

    
      The smile on Baron’s face deepened.
    

    
      Now that I think about it, this guy’s probably here to get revenge for something I did to him in the past.
    

    
      Didn’t peg him as the type, but he’s got a bit of a grudge.
    

    
      The frustrating part? 
    

    
      I don’t have any way to counter him.
    

    
      “Cut me some slack. I’m dying here. Morning classes with second-years, full afternoons, and you know tomorrow’s the same—first period to full classes.”
    

    
      “Haha. I know. Just messing with you. You’re working hard.”
    

    
      “Then give me some leeway next semester. Throw in some free periods.”
    

    
      “That depends on how you handle this semester. If you’re busy now, next semester could be more relaxed. Or even busier.”
    

    
      “How am I doing so far?”
    

    
      Baron shook his head.
    

    
      “Not great. Keep this up, and next semester will be just as bad. Or worse.”
    

    
      I already knew that, but hearing it confirmed stung.
    

    
      “But earning Merit Points could improve things, right?”
    

    
      “Merit Points?”
    

    
      “Yeah. To make up for lacking credits, that’s pretty much your only option. You already knew that, didn’t you? That’s why you took Yuria as your mentee.”
    

    
      I didn’t bother denying it.
    

    
      “You’re right. If Yuria’s grades improve, the mentor gets Merit Points.”
    

    
      “Exactly. Solid plan. But the Mentor System alone isn’t enough. You know the new cadets this year are called the golden class—they’re on another level. There’s no guarantee Yuria’s grades will improve, and you have to consider the possibility they might drop.”
    

    
      “Of course, I’ve thought about that too.”
    

    
      “Oh? And?”
    

    
      I just smiled without saying anything, and this time, Baron couldn’t hold back and burst out laughing.
    

    
      “You punk. You’re completely ruling out the chance of Yuria’s grades dropping.”
    

    
      “Well, you’ll see.”
    

    
      At my words, Baron didn’t hide his anticipation.
    

    
      “Now I’m looking forward to the end of the semester. I’m curious to see how much you two will have changed. Anyway, there are other ways to earn Merit Points besides the Mentor System, so plan carefully.”
    

    
      “Got it.”
    

    
      “We’re here.”
    

    
      Before I knew it, we’d reached the main building.
    

    
      “Keep it up, Gerard. You’re doing well enough.”
    

    
      With a light pat on my shoulder, Baron quickly disappeared toward the central staircase.
    

    
      I watched him for a moment before heading to the lecture hall.
    

    
      At the time, I thought Baron’s “You’re doing well enough” was just casual encouragement, a polite gesture.
    

    
      But maybe it wasn’t.
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      As I opened the door to enter the lecture hall, a classmate who’d been walking ahead paused when he saw me.
    

    
      What happened next was enough to throw me into a brief panic.
    

    
      He waited for me.
    

    
      Holding the door open.
    

    
      I gave him a quick nod of thanks and stepped inside.
    

    
      Could it be… my reputation’s starting to shift?
    

    
      The chatter of my classmates filled the air around me.
    

    
      The topic of their conversations? 
    

    
      Me, the guy who just walked in.
    

    
      Thanks to my Sharp Perception, their words pierced my ears.
    

    
      “They say he was insane taking down those orcs. Like he was flying around. Saved a ton of underclassmen too.”
    

    
      “Oh! That’s why the freshmen were staring at us like that. I noticed them looking at us with all this respect.”
    

    
      “Isn’t that just because we’re their seniors?”
    

    
      “Maybe? But give credit where it’s due. Gerard did something big representing our class, didn’t he?”
    

    
      “Come to think of it, at the entrance ceremony, he was the first to step up…”
    

    
      A smile almost broke across my face, but I held it back.
    

    
      It’s like overhearing the cool kids’ conversation in school and secretly grinning under the desk like a loser.
    

    
      But when I think about all the effort I’ve put in for moments like this, I don’t care if I look like a loser.
    

    
      A warm, fuzzy feeling spread through my chest.
    

    
      I hadn’t been wasting my time after all. It felt like I was being rewarded.
    

    
      Of course, the road ahead is still long, and there are plenty of mountains to climb.
    

    
      “What are you talking about? Gerard just did what any Academy cadet would’ve done.”
    

    
      “Yeah. If I’d been there, I would’ve done the same. Plus, we didn’t even see it ourselves.”
    

    
      “…You guys are way too nice. Me? I’m still pissed off every time I hear our class called the worst in Academy history because of that jerk Gerard.”
    

    
      There were still plenty who disliked me.
    

    
      But that’s okay.
    

    
      Seeing even a small result like this makes it worth it.
    

    
      It feels like I’m slowly moving away from that death flag.
    

    
      My reputation will keep changing like this—quietly, steadily, without anyone noticing.
    

    
      “Keep it up, Gerard. You’re doing well enough.”
    

    
      Recalling Baron’s words before we parted, I renewed my resolve.
    

    
      Soon, the professor entered, and the lecture began.
    

    
      For some reason, as I listened to the class, Yuria popped into my mind.
    

    
      Maybe it was because I was thinking about who in this world had ever looked at me without prejudice, and she came to mind.
    

    
      I didn’t have any training plans with Yuria today.
    

    
      My schedule was packed with classes, and Yuria was unavailable in the evening.
    

    
      Tonight, all first-years had a late-night mock battle.
    

    
      The first-year curriculum occasionally includes these mock battles, where cadets are split into two teams for simulated combat training.
    

    
      Sometimes they fight each other, sometimes they face beasts.
    

    
      The competition formats vary.
    

    
      So, I’ve got plenty of time today.
    

    
      As the saying goes, strike while the iron’s hot—I’ll handle Request B tonight.
    

    
      “Feeling pretty good.”
    

    
      By the way, what’s Yuria up to right now?
    

    
      Ninety-nine percent chance she’s training.
    

    
      She’ll probably ace the mock battle, right? That’d be good for my reputation too.
    

    
      Since mock battles depend a lot on team composition, if she’s with Ivan, Gwyn, or Karina, her team’s pretty much guaranteed to win.
    

    
      “But if she’s on the opposing team…”
    

    
      Well, that’d make for an interesting picture too.
    

    
      Especially if it’s Karina versus Yuria.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Late at night.
    

    
      Under an eerie moon, two female cadets glared at each other with murderous intent.
    

    
      The black-haired cadet was breathtakingly beautiful, her eyes practically sparkling.
    

    
      Her tightly sealed red lips carried the chill of the night, and her skin, kissed briefly by the moonlight, shimmered like a star embedded in the night sky.
    

    
      But the red-haired cadet opposite her was no less stunning.
    

    
      Her moderately full lips and large eyes gleamed like blue jewels, and her long, sleek legs and tall frame, visible beneath her coat, commanded the scene.
    

    
      Both shared a certain coldness.
    

    
      But while one was like a serene winter night, the other was like a blizzard poised to sweep through the Arctic—slightly different.
    

    
      Yuria and Karina.
    

    
      The late-night mock battle had long ended, but their fight was far from over.
    

    
      They remained at the site, locked in a fierce staring contest.
    

    
      A true calm before the storm.
    

    
      Then, Yuria spoke first.
    

    
      “Fine, let’s do it. A bet.”
    

    
      “Heh. That’s the spirit.”
    

    
      “The terms?”
    

    
      Karina gave a sly smile.
    

    
      “You. Ever heard the story about the ghost knight in the cemetery?”
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      Chapter 26: That Day, at the Cemetery (1)
    

    
      The situation was as follows.
    

    
      After dinner, a late-night mock battle was held among the 890th Class cadets.
    

    
      The supervising professor, Chaser Idna, divided the 51 cadets into two teams: Team A and Team B.
    

    
      The objective was to clear a dungeon.
    

    
      The team that overcame the dungeon’s traps and reached the end first would earn Merit Points.
    

    
      Dungeons.
    

    
      Ancient ruins, battlegrounds of old wars, abandoned temples or fortresses, naturally formed caves, artificially constructed facilities from bygone eras, or rifts created by spatial erosion—all of these were collectively called dungeons.
    

    
      Dungeons within the Frey Empire’s territory were managed by the empire, and some were used as training grounds for the Academy.
    

    
      The dungeon used for the late-night mock battle was a maze-like dungeon set in a forest.
    

    
      And the team that cleared the dungeon first was Team B, a result so shocking it left everyone stunned.
    

    
      Based solely on the lineup, Team B had no chance of beating Team A.
    

    
      Gwyn Gaiard and Karina Zain.
    

    
      These two geniuses of swordsmanship and magic were on Team A.
    

    
      The top and second-ranked students in the entrance exam, the heads of their respective departments, and elites who had received systematic training from a young age were together.
    

    
      In contrast, Team B had no notable cadets aside from Victor, ranked third, and Guillaume, ranked fifth.
    

    
      It was as if the outcome had been decided before the game even began.
    

    
      Yet, the result was Team B’s overwhelming victory.
    

    
      Team A’s cadets were utterly dumbfounded.
    

    
      “This… this can’t be.”
    

    
      “…Does this even make sense? Isn’t something wrong?”
    

    
      Team A’s members muttered with vacant expressions. 
    

    
      Some refused to accept the result, glaring at the jubilant Team B.
    

    
      But the defeat was a fact, and the reason was clear.
    

    
      Unstable teamwork.
    

    
      While Team A might have had a higher overall performance level, a maze-like dungeon wasn’t something that could be cleared by sheer skill alone.
    

    
      Analytical ability and sound judgment.
    

    
      And, above all, coordination and teamwork among members were critical.
    

    
      In this regard, Team B’s leader, Victor, actively communicated with his teammates.
    

    
      In particular, he closely collaborated with two people, incorporating their opinions: Yuria and Ivan.
    

    
      When it came to finding paths or preparing for traps, Yuria’s coolheaded judgment shone and in critical moments, Ivan’s swordsmanship fended off danger.
    

    
      In contrast, Team A, despite needing to unite their strength, fractured.
    

    
      Gwyn and Karina. 
    

    
      These two prideful individuals clashed constantly over decisions.
    

    
      That difference led to their defeat.
    

    
      “Ivan. Your swordwork was insanely fast. How do you get that strong so quickly?”
    

    
      “Wow. Ivan was impressive, but when the floor suddenly vanished and I fell into that swamp, I thought my heart stopped.”
    

    
      “Oh, that? Your face was hilarious then. Kick kick! Thank Yuria—she saved you.”
    

    
      “Guess I should. Oh! Yuria! Come here quick! We were just talking about you.”
    

    
      Naturally, the atmosphere of the two teams emerging from the dungeon couldn’t have been more different.
    

    
      Team B was in a festive mood.
    

    
      Gathering in clusters, they boasted about their achievements, praised each other, and maintained a warm atmosphere until the end.
    

    
      Yuria quietly smiled among them.
    

    
      It was strange to think about.
    

    
      All she did was follow his advice.
    

    
      Whenever a situation arose, she simply thought, “What would my senior do in this situation?”
    

    
      Each time, a path appeared, and that path led to the right answer every moment.
    

    
      As a result, Yuria earned Merit Points.
    

    
      Merit Points were added to one’s grades.
    

    
      And if her grades improved, it would be recognized as the mentee’s contribution, helping to cover Gerard’s lacking credits.
    

    
      ‘So let’s work even harder.’
    

    
      And there was one more reason she had to win.
    

    
      Yuria cast her gaze toward where Team A was gathered.
    

    
      Amid the dejected atmosphere, starkly different from Team B’s, stood Karina, still holding her head high.
    

    
      ‘Merit Points? I don’t need them, and I don’t care.’
    

    
      Karina’s expression seemed to say just that.
    

    
      At that moment, as Karina turned her head, her eyes met Yuria’s in midair.
    

    
      “…!”
    

    
      Instantly, a deep furrow formed on Karina’s pale forehead.
    

    
      She had seen the faint smile curling at Yuria’s lips. 
    

    
      Yuria, letting that subtle smile slip, turned her head away.
    

    
      In Karina’s eyes, a fierce blaze erupted.
    

    
      “Everyone worked hard until late tonight. Team B, submit your Merit Points to the Personnel Office tomorrow. Dismissed!”
    

    
      With Chaser’s declaration, the cadets formed groups and descended the mountain.
    

    
      Yuria was about to head down as well.
    

    
      At that moment, someone grabbed her.
    

    
      “Hey. You. Hold it right there.”
    

    
      A pristine white shirt, tight leather pants, high-heeled designer boots, and an expensive leather coat draped over her shoulders—it was Karina.
    

    
      Did Yuria know Karina would stop her?
    

    
      Yuria’s face, as she gazed at Karina, was utterly calm.
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “What? Did you just say ‘what’?”
    

    
      “Don’t nitpick my words. Just say what you want.”
    

    
      “Ha!”
    

    
      Karina’s lips curled upward in disbelief.
    

    
      “You still haven’t come to your senses, have you? Should I make it so you can’t even show your face at the Academy?”
    

    
      “How? By spreading baseless rumors like you mentioned before?”
    

    
      “Hmph. Baseless? They’re not baseless. They’re true.”
    

    
      “They’re not true.”
    

    
      “Not true? I saw it with my own eyes. You two clinging to each other like leeches.”
    

    
      “That’s because he’s my mentor.”
    

    
      Karina’s smile deepened.
    

    
      “Exactly. You chose that dimwit as your mentor because you two have that kind of relationship, don’t you?”
    

    
      Yuria’s face turned icy in an instant.
    

    
      The rumor Karina was referring to was a kind of scandal.
    

    
      It had recently started spreading among the 890th Class, particularly among the female cadets.
    

    
      ‘Gerard from the 888th Class and Yuria from the 890th Class. These two are more than just senior and junior!’
    

    
      This was a direct violation of the Academy’s rules, which prohibited romantic relationships on campus.
    

    
      Of course, love being an emotion that couldn’t be fully suppressed, some cadets secretly dated, and the Student Affairs Office turned a blind eye to it.
    

    
      But a scandal spreading across the entire Academy was an entirely different matter.
    

    
      Given the organizational culture, it could cause various disturbances and undermine discipline.
    

    
      Moreover, in the empire’s culture, which valued personal honor, such scandals could bring disadvantages to the individuals involved, severe enough to block their future prospects.
    

    
      “And even if you deny it, will anyone believe you?”
    

    
      Yuria couldn’t confidently say no.
    

    
      She had no background, no power. 
    

    
      Neither did Gerard. In fact, his reputation was already tarnished by various infamy.
    

    
      If Karina and her followers deliberately spread the rumor, it would be impossible to stop.
    

    
      Yet Yuria remained calm.
    

    
      “Do whatever you want. I don’t care about baseless rumors. I don’t care how people see me.”
    

    
      “Huh. Is that so?”
    

    
      Karina kept smirking.
    

    
      “But what about that senior of yours?”
    

    
      “…!”
    

    
      “Gerard. Will he really not care about others’ gazes? I don’t think so.”
    

    
      Yuria bit her lip.
    

    
      Of course, she had heard his response.
    

    
      ‘I don’t care.’
    

    
      But whether that was truly Gerard’s heartfelt sentiment, she couldn’t know.
    

    
      ‘I’m finally able to help him properly.’
    

    
      The thought of Gerard suffering because of her was unbearable to Yuria.
    

    
      “Now do you get it? If you’d listened when I warned you nicely—”
    

    
      “If I were you, I’d hang myself out of shame.”
    

    
      Karina tilted her head at the sudden remark.
    

    
      “What’s that supposed to mean?”
    

    
      “It’s embarrassing. You can’t win with skill, so you rely on your family’s influence and play petty tricks. I wouldn’t do that.”
    

    
      “Nonsense! You’re saying I can’t win with skill?”
    

    
      “Yeah. You lost today.”
    

    
      In an instant, the color drained from Karina’s face.
    

    
      Unlike unprovable rumors, today’s defeat was an undeniable fact.
    

    
      “Rumors? Spread them or don’t, do whatever you want. But you should study politics instead of magic. Your scheming fits a politician better.”
    

    
      “…!”
    

    
      “Anyway, talking to you any longer will just make me feel pathetic. If you’re done, I’m leaving.”
    

    
      But Yuria didn’t get far before stopping.
    

    
      She felt a searing heat from behind.
    

    
      When she turned, she saw a fireball, its red tongue flickering toward her.
    

    
      Boom!
    

    
      But the fireball split in two midair and exploded.
    

    
      Before she knew it, Ivan stood in front of her, sword in hand.
    

    
      “You okay, Yuria?”
    

    
      “I’m fine.”
    

    
      “Karina! What the hell was that? You could’ve caused a serious accident!”
    

    
      Karina’s eyes widened.
    

    
      She had cast the spell in a fit of rage, only to be startled herself afterward.
    

    
      But it was only for a moment.
    

    
      She glared at Ivan.
    

    
      “Serious accident? It would’ve just left a burn on her back at most. Don’t overreact.”
    

    
      “What? You just—”
    

    
      “And if she can’t even block that, is she really an Academy cadet?”
    

    
      Ivan was momentarily dumbfounded by Karina’s brazen attitude.
    

    
      But what left him even more speechless was Yuria’s agreement from behind.
    

    
      “She’s right, Ivan. Even without you, I could’ve easily blocked that spell.”
    

    
      “…!”
    

    
      Yuria then smiled faintly at Karina.
    

    
      “As expected. Your magic’s nothing special either. Just like your scheming. Exactly as I said.”
    

    
      Ivan’s jaw dropped.
    

    
      Her composure, even in a dangerous situation and her even more astonishing verbal jab.
    

    
      It felt like seeing a new side of Yuria, whom he’d thought was always quiet.
    

    
      Ivan, quietly impressed, belatedly recalled someone and glanced toward Karina.
    

    
      And, as expected.
    

    
      “Whoops.”
    

    
      There was Karina, trembling with rage, unable to contain herself.
    

    
      “You… you!”
    

    
      “Hey, Karina? Calm down for now.”
    

    
      “I won’t forgive you… No, I won’t let this slide!”
    

    
      Looking at Karina, Yuria tilted her head with an innocent expression.
    

    
      “What’re you gonna do if you don’t?”
    

    
      “Yuria, you too, stop—”
    

    
      Ivan tensed, expecting another spell, and tried desperately to mediate.
    

    
      But what he feared didn’t happen.
    

    
      Karina, who had been glaring at Yuria as if she’d kill her, closed her eyes and forcibly calmed herself.
    

    
      “Hmph. As expected of a commoner. Even your provocations are low-class.”
    

    
      Karina continued.
    

    
      “You asked what I’d do? Let’s have another match.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “A competition.”
    

    
      “Why should I?”
    

    
      “Because I want to crush you. So you’ll never act cocky again.”
    

    
      “I already won.”
    

    
      Karina stomped the ground with one foot. Bam!
    

    
      “Stop making excuses! That wasn’t a real battle, it was a class. There were too many people. I couldn’t even use my full strength.”
    

    
      “Same goes for me.”
    

    
      The two glared at each other, locked in a standoff.
    

    
      Ivan rubbed his eyes, seeing sparks crackle in the empty air.
    

    
      ‘Is this the legendary battle of wills between women?’
    

    
      Then Karina snorted and crossed her arms.
    

    
      “Fine. I’ll sweeten the deal with a condition.”
    

    
      “Condition?”
    

    
      “Yeah. If you beat me, I’ll make sure those rumors about you two don’t spread any further.”
    

    
      “I already told you, I don’t care about those baseless rumors.”
    

    
      Karina snapped irritably.
    

    
      “There’s more! So shut up and listen!”
    

    
      Yuria shrugged.
    

    
      “Phew. 10 gold.”
    

    
      “10 gold?”
    

    
      “Yeah. 10 gold. How’s that? Probably more money than you’ve ever touched in your life. Tempted?”
    

    
      “Not really.”
    

    
      Karina’s face crumpled like paper.
    

    
      “Why? What’s wrong with it? Not enough money? Or do you need something else? An artifact, maybe?”
    

    
      “I don’t need any of that.”
    

    
      “Then what?”
    

    
      “An apology.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “An apology. For calling my senior a ‘dimwit.’ Go to him in person and apologize.”
    

    
      Karina froze, dumbfounded.
    

    
      So did Ivan.
    

    
      “You… you’re not in love with him, are you?”
    

    
      “Woof.”
    

    
      “What was that?”
    

    
      “You were barking nonsense, so I responded in kind.”
    

    
      Karina clenched her teeth and forced a smile.
    

    
      “Ugh… Fine, whatever! If you win, I'll apologize to that guy. Not that it’ll ever happen.”
    

    
      Yuria’s dark eyes glinted.
    

    
      “Name the method.”
    

    
      Karina smirked.
    

    
      “You. Ever heard of the Ghost Knight that appears in the cemetery?”
    

    
      Yuria nodded.
    

    
      How could she not?
    

    
      It was a kind of urban legend recently circulating again in Icata.
    

    
      Every place has a tale of ghosts or corpses rising from graves to wander the town.
    

    
      Icata was no exception.
    

    
      The Icata Cemetery, located between the Grand Cathedral and the Academy, had spawned many oral traditions over its long history.
    

    
      The most famous was the legend of the Ghost Knight, and recently, sightings of this Ghost Knight within the Academy had been spreading.
    

    
      “Whoever catches the Ghost Knight first wins.”
    

    
      “That’s just a rumor.”
    

    
      “It’s not a rumor. People in my family have seen it! And if it is a rumor, we can compete another way later. What, you scared?”
    

    
      Yuria’s eyes twitched.
    

    
      “No? Let’s do it.”
    

    
      “Then meet me at the dorm’s main gate after curfew. Tell the dorm supervisor it’s for night training. Got it?”
    

    
      Just as Yuria was about to agree—
    

    
      “Wait. I’m coming too.”
    

    
      Karina’s sharp gaze turned toward the voice.
    

    
      “You’ve been butting in since earlier. Can’t you read the room?”
    

    
      Ivan stood his ground.
    

    
      “It could be dangerous for just the two of you. Just in case, I’m going too.”
    

    
      “Ugh…”
    

    
      Karina’s face twisted with irritation as she ruffled her hair.
    

    
      Then—
    

    
      “Then I’m going too.”
    

    
      A man stepped out from behind a tree, his boots thudding.
    

    
      Karina’s eyes widened at the sight of him.
    

    
      “Gwyn Gaiard! Why are you coming out from there? How long have you been hiding?”
    

    
      “Seemed like something interesting was about to happen, so I was watching.”
    

    
      “You and that guy, both sneaking around like creeps!”
    

    
      Gwyn glanced at Ivan and cleared his throat.
    

    
      “Ahem! Anyway, Karina. I, too, have a debt to settle.”
    

    
      “What nonsense… Oh.”
    

    
      Karina surveyed the scene.
    

    
      And a sly smile crept onto her face.
    

    
      The numbers were smaller, but the situation wasn’t much different from the earlier mock battle.
    

    
      “…Now that you mention it, you’re right.”
    

    
      No. It was even better.
    

    
      All the annoying classmates who’d been in the way were gone.
    

    
      “Don’t forget your promise.”
    

    
      At Yuria’s words, Karina curled the corner of her lips.
    

    
      “I won’t. But it won’t come to that.”
    

    
      Late at night.
    

    
      The four gathered at the dorm’s main gate and secretly slipped out of the Academy, heading toward the cemetery.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      The cool night breeze brushed my cheeks.
    

    
      The cemetery was behind the mountain.
    

    
      It wasn’t part of the Academy’s grounds. 
    

    
      But it was close. 
    

    
      A one-hour trek up the northeastern slope would get you there. 
    

    
      That’s where the Icata Cemetery lay.
    

    
      The target to retrieve was the eye of a villain who, after years of imprisonment, had been beheaded in the grand plaza.
    

    
      Digging up his grave and extracting the eyeball from a rotting corpse was stomach-churning work, but I wasn’t in a position to be picky.
    

    
      After all, there’d be far worse jobs in the future. 
    

    
      If I’d planned to be choosy, I’d have quit and fled long ago.
    

    
      I’d steeled myself for this, so I felt no particular aversion.
    

    
      A tall outer wall came into view.
    

    
      With a single running leap, I vaulted over it.
    

    
      From here, it was no longer Academy territory.
    

    
      A forested hill within the city.
    

    
      How long had I been running? 
    

    
      The air grew heavier, and a thick fog soon enveloped everything.
    

    
      It wasn’t natural fog.
    

    
      Fine droplets with an unpleasant stickiness.
    

    
      The trace of dark magic, born from ancient death.
    

    
      Its source was deep within the cemetery’s core.
    

    
      Before long, towering iron bars loomed ahead.
    

    
      Next to the wide-open gate was the caretaker’s post. 
    

    
      The jingling of a bell in the wind added to the eerie atmosphere.
    

    
      The light in the post was off.
    

    
      Sensing something off, I cautiously approached, but there was no sign of life inside.
    

    
      Sir Roitz, who should’ve been there, was absent.
    

    
      What’s this?
    

    
      Then, a small sign on the door caught my eye.
    

    
      [On Patrol]
    

    
      Hmm. On patrol.
    

    
      Bad timing.
    

    
      If he’d been in the post, I could’ve snuck in, done the job, and slipped out. 
    

    
      Now, there was a chance of running into him inside.
    

    
      Encountering him mid-job would be the worst-case scenario.
    

    
      “Then I’d have to fight.”
    

    
      But avoiding combat was the best course if possible.
    

    
      Fighting inevitably left traces, and I couldn’t know how those might come back to haunt me.
    

    
      The best precaution now was to pinpoint Sir Roitz’s location in advance.
    

    
      I devised a plan and entered the cemetery.
    

    
      My destination was the grave where the villain was buried.
    

    
      I’d secure that spot first, then scout the surrounding 100-meter radius to check for Sir Roitz.
    

    
      The deeper I went, the thicker the fog became, obscuring my vision.
    

    
      The air grew heavier, and with every breath, a filthy stickiness clung to my lungs, irritating them.
    

    
      The wind carried a mournful wail, echoing all around. 
    

    
      For some reason, the breeze right beside me sounded like a human whisper.
    

    
      Sometimes a sob.
    

    
      And at one point, that sob suddenly swelled, transforming into a piercing scream.
    

    
      Kyaaa—
    

    
      I walked for another ten minutes.
    

    
      Among the rows of tombstones, I found a familiar name.
    

    
      [Charon Vieri]
    

    
      Here it is.
    

    
      Beneath this lies the artifact the Beltus Cult seeks, ‘Gaze of Amplification.’
    

    
      I activated the thievery skill, [Detection], and scouted the area.
    

    
      Fortunately, there was no trace of Sir Roitz.
    

    
      He was likely patrolling the opposite side of the cemetery or deep within the core. 
    

    
      If so, there was nothing to worry about.
    

    
      I touched the ground and channeled mana.
    

    
      Whoosh, whoosh. 
    

    
      With each use of [Telekinesis], clumps of dirt floated into the air and were discarded to the side.
    

    
      A mound of earth piled up beside me.
    

    
      A pit formed in front of the tombstone, and the buried coffin was exposed in no time.
    

    
      I opened the lid and faced the corpse.
    

    
      “….”
    

    
      No need to search.
    

    
      The only part that hadn’t decayed was the right eyeball.
    

    
      I carefully reached for it, feeling an unnatural hardness, unlike human tissue. 
    

    
      I retrieved it and slipped it into my pocket.
    

    
      I closed the coffin lid and restored the area as best I could, ensuring no traces remained.
    

    
      Checking my pocket watch, I realized 30 minutes had passed since arriving at the cemetery.
    

    
      I muttered under my breath.
    

    
      “…Something’s off.”
    

    
      Yeah.
    

    
      Something’s wrong.
    

    
      This was too easy.
    

    
      It was as if Sir Roitz, the obstacle, had never existed. 
    

    
      All my preparations for him felt pointless; the job had ended almost anticlimactically.
    

    
      Of course, a job isn’t over until your safety is secured, but I had a gut feeling I wouldn’t encounter Sir Roitz on my way out.
    

    
      Honestly, it felt like Sir Roitz wasn’t anywhere in this cemetery.
    

    
      Where was he?
    

    
      And what was this sense of unease I’d felt throughout the job?
    

    
      Instinctively, I turned and stared somewhere.
    

    
      Another part of the cemetery, hidden in the deep fog.
    

    
      I gazed at it for a moment before turning away.
    

    
      “No. It’s probably just the cemetery’s atmosphere.”
    

    
      Let’s not overthink it.
    

    
      Just as I was about to leave the cemetery—
    

    
      I stopped in my tracks, noticing something.
    

    
      On the damp grass, a clear set of footprints.
    

    
      Judging by their size and the way the grass was pressed, they were definitely a man’s.
    

    
      A man in the cemetery.
    

    
      It had to be Sir Roitz.
    

    
      —Or so I thought.
    

    
      Then I noticed something else and crouched down.
    

    
      …New footprints.
    

    
      Clearly from someone else.
    

    
      And there were two more sets nearby.
    

    
      Four sets of footprints, all different sizes.
    

    
      They led through the black fog, deeper into the cemetery.
    

    
      Toward the cemetery’s core, where the dead reside.
    

    
      And then—
    

    
      Kyaaa—
    

    
      Another chilling scream echoed through the cemetery.
    

    
      I realized too late.
    

    
      The scream I’d just heard wasn’t caused by the wind.
    

    
      There were others here besides me.
    

    
      And I was certain I knew who it was.
    

    
      The moment I heard the scream, the face of someone I’d spoken to days ago flashed in my mind.
    

    
      Her name was Karina Zain.
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      Chapter 27: That Day, at the Cemetery (2)
    

    
      “How did we manage to sneak out of the Academy? But will we even get into the cemetery?”
    

    
      At Ivan’s question, Karina tilted her chin up proudly.
    

    
      “Hey. Who do you think I am?”
    

    
      “You’re Karina.”
    

    
      “Exactly. I’m Karina. Karina Zain. The noble gem of the Zain Duke and a genius of fire magic. Did you think I’d pick that place for a bet without a plan?”
    

    
      “So?”
    

    
      “Of course, I talked to my family and got all the obstacles out of the way. There’s this old guy, Roitz, practically half-dead, working as the caretaker. They say his only joy in life is drinking.”
    

    
      At Karina’s brazen tone, Ivan and Yuria furrowed their brows, but Gwyn, as if used to it, asked casually.
    

    
      “Drinking?”
    

    
      “Yeah. A few bottles of expensive liquor were enough to lure him to the mansion. So, right now, there’s no one at the cemetery.”
    

    
      “Oh. Got it.”
    

    
      Karina shot Ivan a sulky glare.
    

    
      “What’s that? That’s it?”
    

    
      “Huh? What else?”
    

    
      “Your reaction! ‘Got it’ is all you’ve got?”
    

    
      “What else? You proposed the bet, so naturally, you’d handle the location, right?”
    

    
      Karina, at a loss for words, stared at Ivan with a dumbfounded expression. 
    

    
      Then, she scrunched up her face in irritation.
    

    
      “Ugh. Fine. I shouldn’t have expected more.”
    

    
      Ivan scratched his cheek, watching her storm ahead.
    

    
      They were climbing over the Academy’s outer wall and heading along the mountain path to the cemetery. 
    

    
      They chatted lightly about the bet.
    

    
      Even then, they had no idea that something far more dangerous than a bet was about to unfold.
    

    
      The situation at the cemetery was exactly as Karina described.
    

    
      The building that seemed to be the caretaker’s residence was dark. 
    

    
      A sign on the door reading “On Patrol” was the only thing greeting them.
    

    
      “Even though we caused this, it’s still disappointing. To think a once-proud knight has fallen to alcoholism and neglected his duties.”
    

    
      “What’s that? Stop spouting nonsense and hurry up, Gwyn.”
    

    
      Led by Karina, Gwyn, Ivan, and finally Yuria entered the cemetery. 
    

    
      Gwyn looked around at the rows of tombstones and thick fog with interest.
    

    
      “Pretty eerie.”
    

    
      “Yeah. Feels like something could pop out any second.”
    

    
      “If you’re scared, we can change the bet’s rules. I don’t mind.”
    

    
      At Yuria’s words, Karina scoffed.
    

    
      “Ha! You’re the one who’s scared.”
    

    
      Yuria shrugged and walked ahead. 
    

    
      Karina bit her lip and quickened her pace to overtake her again.
    

    
      They were engaged in a subtle battle of nerves.
    

    
      Then, the fog grew thicker.
    

    
      Only then did Karina sense something off and slowed her pace, worried about losing her group.
    

    
      A breeze blew.
    

    
      The wind passing between them whispered incessantly.
    

    
      They felt countless gazes from all around. 
    

    
      If they so much as glanced that way, it seemed a hand might shoot out from the fog and grab them.
    

    
      Before they knew it, their chatter had stopped.
    

    
      Their faces were stiff with tension.
    

    
      The invisible pressure, laced with faint hostility, was now palpable to everyone.
    

    
      ‘This isn’t some absurd urban legend. There’s something real up ahead.’
    

    
      Yuria tightly gripped the hilt of her sword at her waist.
    

    
      Her eyes, filled with tension, scanned the surroundings cautiously.
    

    
      Thoughts of the bet with Karina had vanished. 
    

    
      The air around them clung to their bodies unpleasantly. 
    

    
      It was air brimming with malevolent energy.
    

    
      “This fog… it’s not natural.”
    

    
      Sensitive to mana, she muttered softly. 
    

    
      But by then, the group had already stepped onto ground littered with broken tombstones.
    

    
      A land of death where even weeds couldn’t grow.
    

    
      Every sense in their bodies screamed.
    

    
      Danger.
    

    
      Something that any living creature would instinctively fear.
    

    
      This place was filled with death.
    

    
      “Karina.”
    

    
      “What!”
    

    
      “You feel it too, don’t you?”
    

    
      Karina bit her lip without responding.
    

    
      Of course, she knew.
    

    
      Her ability to sense mana was unmatched. 
    

    
      She had felt the ominous energy in this place from the start. 
    

    
      She had already pulled a long silver staff from inside her coat, fully prepared.
    

    
      “So what? We’ve come this far, and you want to turn back?”
    

    
      “My gut’s telling me something’s wrong.”
    

    
      “Are you kidding? Have you forgotten we’re in the middle of a bet?”
    

    
      Exactly.
    

    
      Her pride wouldn’t allow her to retreat.
    

    
      “Forget it. We end this today. The bet is who catches the ghost knight first. Don’t tell me you came without that much resolve?”
    

    
      Turning to Yuria, Karina threw her earlier words back at her.
    

    
      “If you don’t like it, run away. Gwyn and I will take care of the ghost knight.”
    

    
      Yuria didn’t like that either.
    

    
      “No. I’m in.”
    

    
      “That’s the spirit.”
    

    
      Just then.
    

    
      Gwyn suddenly grabbed the collar of Karina’s coat as she walked ahead and yanked her back.
    

    
      “Kyaa!”
    

    
      “Ugh.”
    

    
      The two tumbled onto the dirt.
    

    
      Karina glared at Gwyn, her face full of irritation at his sudden action.
    

    
      But she couldn’t lash out.
    

    
      Shockingly, Gwyn was clutching his bloodied right arm, groaning in pain.
    

    
      “Ugh.”
    

    
      A red line ran vividly from his shoulder down to his forearm.
    

    
      It was clearly a wound from something sharp.
    

    
      “Gwyn!”
    

    
      Karina shouted in alarm, moving toward him.
    

    
      But Gwyn, now with his sword drawn, held her back and yelled.
    

    
      “Be careful! There’s something in the fog!”
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      Only then did Karina belatedly start watching for the attacker.
    

    
      Her talent for magic might be exceptional, but her lack of real combat experience showed in moments like this.
    

    
      Fortunately, the attacker didn’t target Karina.
    

    
      Behind.
    

    
      It was where Yuria and Ivan stood.
    

    
      Shwick!
    

    
      Ivan, with his senses heightened to the max, didn’t dodge.
    

    
      He met the attack head-on with his sword. 
    

    
      His goal was to draw out the identity of the enemy hiding in the fog.
    

    
      But Ivan quickly withdrew his swing and threw himself to the side in a hurry.
    

    
      Skrrt!
    

    
      A dark sword aura swept through where he had been.
    

    
      Crack. 
    

    
      A tombstone split in half like tofu. 
    

    
      The thought that it could’ve been him made Ivan break out in a cold sweat.
    

    
      “…No substance.”
    

    
      An enemy without substance.
    

    
      There was only one possible identity for such an attacker.
    

    
      “It’s the ghost knight!”
    

    
      At that moment, the fog parted, and something black stepped out.
    

    
      It was a dark shadow in human form.
    

    
      Or perhaps like the hazy smoke flickering above a candle.
    

    
      But the black blade in its hand gleamed sharply.
    

    
      Two red dots on what seemed to be its face told of its past as an exceptional swordsman in life.
    

    
      An undead.
    

    
      A product of death that despised the living.
    

    
      The ghost knight charged again.
    

    
      Its target was Ivan once more.
    

    
      Realizing physical attacks wouldn’t work, Ivan gave up on fighting back. 
    

    
      He dodged, sometimes rolling on the ground, buying time.
    

    
      “Run for now! I’ll try to hold it off!”
    

    
      “Don’t be ridiculous.”
    

    
      In a flash, five beams of light shot toward the ghost knight.
    

    
      It dodged three, but the remaining two hit, causing the ghost knight to stagger back.
    

    
      Kiii…
    

    
      Its red eyes glared at where the beams came from.
    

    
      Karina, now standing atop a tombstone, glared back at the ghost knight.
    

    
      Her eyes blazed with fury. 
    

    
      Behind her, three crimson fireballs flickered, ready to strike.
    

    
      She launched the fireballs immediately.
    

    
      “I’m not running away! Die!”
    

    
      The fireballs hit the ghost knight’s body precisely, exploding.
    

    
      Boom!
    

    
      Karina swung her arm, cheering triumphantly.
    

    
      “Got it!”
    

    
      But as the smoke cleared, her expression froze.
    

    
      Despite taking the fireballs head-on, the ghost knight’s body was unscathed.
    

    
      “What… why isn’t it dead?”
    

    
      The Vision she just used, [Splitting Explosion Sphere], was the most destructive fire magic she could wield.
    

    
      Perhaps because she was so confident in her abilities.
    

    
      The unexpected result threw her into a panic.
    

    
      And that panic soon turned into a massive crisis.
    

    
      The ghost knight immediately charged at Karina.
    

    
      And the one who stood in its way was none other than Yuria.
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      Sword met sword head-on.
    

    
      The impact sent a gust of wind swirling around, and Karina, still in a panic, fell backward.
    

    
      “Kyaa!”
    

    
      Karina scrambled to her feet.
    

    
      She stared ahead with wide, shocked eyes.
    

    
      Yuria was holding her own against the ghost knight’s sword without giving an inch. 
    

    
      Her blade perfectly blocked the intangible sword of the ghost knight.
    

    
      Boom! Bang!
    

    
      “What… what is that?”
    

    
      As a mage, Karina realized instantly.
    

    
      What Vision Yuria was using and where its power came from.
    

    
      “[Storm Blade]…”
    

    
      [Storm Blade]
    

    
      It was magic.
    

    
      It imbued the target with the power of a storm.
    

    
      ‘But how is she…’
    

    
      There was no time to think.
    

    
      Yuria’s voice rang in her ears.
    

    
      “Karina! Use [Guardian of Fire]!”
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      [Guardian of Fire] was a reinforcement magic like [Storm Blade], enveloping weapons in flames.
    

    
      It was more of a supporting Vision, so she didn’t use it often, but she certainly knew how to cast it.
    

    
      Karina quickly wove the spell.
    

    
      Following Yuria’s orders didn’t sit well with her, but she knew now wasn’t the time for pride.
    

    
      Soon, the mana extending from Karina turned into flames, wrapping around three swords.
    

    
      Ivan and Gwyn.
    

    
      And Yuria.
    

    
      Yuria’s sword, in particular, burned with flames so vivid and massive that merely swinging it cleared the surrounding fog.
    

    
      Thus began the trio’s coordinated attack.
    

    
      The ghost knight was relentlessly pushed back.
    

    
      Kiii…
    

    
      With Karina’s magic joining in intermittently, the ghost knight’s body began to tear and scatter.
    

    
      “The core! We need to find and destroy the core!”
    

    
      Gwyn shouted.
    

    
      The head.
    

    
      Or the chest.
    

    
      Gwyn recalled reading in a book that the core was in one of those places.
    

    
      At that moment, three swords stabbed toward a single point simultaneously.
    

    
      The converging blades.
    

    
      And at their center was the ghost knight. 
    

    
      Pierced through the chest by the three swords, the ghost knight collapsed to its knees without a sound.
    

    
      “Is it over?”
    

    
      Ivan muttered.
    

    
      The red glow in the ghost knight’s eyes was slowly fading.
    

    
      “It’s over! We destroyed the core! We won!”
    

    
      Gwyn shouted, looking at Ivan.
    

    
      It was a rare, excited expression for him. 
    

    
      Yuria and Ivan gave faint smiles.
    

    
      A sound came from behind.
    

    
      It was Karina, who had been lagging behind, collapsing as her tension released.
    

    
      “Karina.”
    

    
      Yuria hurried to her side.
    

    
      She might dislike and resent her rival, but the joy of fighting together and winning, however briefly, made her forget those feelings.
    

    
      But soon, Yuria felt a sharp pain.
    

    
      The wound on her right shoulder throbbed with every step.
    

    
      It was the injury from the swamp orc.
    

    
      …
    

    
      That’s strange.
    

    
      It should’ve been fully healed long ago with Professor Ilai’s intensive treatment.
    

    
      At the same time, for some reason, a voice echoed in her mind.
    

    
      It was Gerard’s teaching about the mindset for facing battle.
    

    
      ‘Remember. A battle isn’t over until it’s over.’
    

    
      So, never let your guard down until the very end.
    

    
      Check thoroughly.
    

    
      Only when the enemy’s life is extinguished and your safety is confirmed—only then is it time to savor victory.
    

    
      Got it?
    

    
      Sss…
    

    
      The fog began to swirl again.
    

    
      A piercing wail echoed.
    

    
      The scream was so loud it completely drowned out the shocked gasps of Gwyn and Ivan behind her.
    

    
      Be carefuuul—!
    

    
      Yuria turned around.
    

    
      The ghost knight, its chest gaping open, was charging at her.
    

    
      She swung her sword in a hurry.
    

    
      The ghost knight’s body partially scattered under the Storm Blade.
    

    
      But the undead, incapable of feeling pain, passed right by Yuria. Its target was never Yuria to begin with.
    

    
      Karina Zain.
    

    
      Yuria gritted her teeth and ran with all her might.
    

    
      But the ghost knight, having passed her, was already in front of Karina. She saw Karina desperately swinging her staff.
    

    
      …It’s useless.
    

    
      The staff did no damage to the ghost knight’s body. Tragically.
    

    
      The ghost knight, gripping its sword in a reverse hold, thrust downward.
    

    
      The blade’s tip aimed precisely at Karina’s forehead.
    

    
      In that instant, Yuria felt as if time itself had slowed.
    

    
      “—!”
    

    
      The shouts of Gwyn and Ivan came through distorted.
    

    
      Her heart pounded.
    

    
      Karina’s trembling eyes, watching the ghost knight, shifted to Yuria. 
    

    
      Help me. 
    

    
      Her eyes were pleading. Yuria reached out, shouting.
    

    
      “Nooo!”
    

    
      At that moment,
    

    
      Boom!
    

    
      A massive pillar of fire erupted from the ground, swallowing the ghost knight.
    

    
      “Ugh!”
    

    
      Yuria quickly raised her arm to shield her face.
    

    
      A blinding flash exploded right in front of her. 
    

    
      Scorching heat filled the air ahead.
    

    
      Soon, the pillar of fire that had devoured the ghost knight faded, as if its task was done.
    

    
      Behind it, Karina lay sprawled, her expression blank.
    

    
      “Karina!”
    

    
      Yuria rushed to her side.
    

    
      Thankfully, her body showed no wounds. 
    

    
      Ivan and Gwyn, arriving late, frantically checked Karina’s condition.
    

    
      “Karina! Are you okay?”
    

    
      “She doesn’t seem injured.”
    

    
      “But why’s she like this? Snap out of it, Karina!”
    

    
      Even then, Karina stared somewhere with a dazed expression.
    

    
      “…Ah.”
    

    
      One by one, the group, sensing something off, followed Karina’s gaze.
    

    
      And they saw it.
    

    
      On the hill, silhouetted against the moon, stood a man in a black mask.
    

    
      “Get lost.”
    

    
      A grim voice echoed through the area.
    

    
      “Unless you want to die here.”
    

    
      The thick, murderous intent in his voice made all four of them tremble as if struck by lightning.
    

    

  
    Chapter 28: Chapter 28

    
      Chapter 28: That Day, at the Cemetery (3)
    

    
      When I first arrived at the scene, I was so shocked I nearly passed out.
    

    
      “What the hell are these guys doing here?”
    

    
      The scream sounded similar to Karina’s, so I had a bad feeling.
    

    
      But when I saw it with my own eyes, all I could think was that these idiots had truly lost their minds collectively.
    

    
      Not just one person.
    

    
      The protagonist Ivan, along with two other main characters, were here and even Yuria, whom I’d been painstakingly raising…
    

    
      “I’m gonna lose it, damn it.”
    

    
      In the end, a curse slipped out of my mouth after a long time.
    

    
      Now that I thought about it, Roitz must’ve left his post because of these guys. 
    

    
      It was obvious without even looking.
    

    
      How did just the four of them end up here together?
    

    
      I was curious about the circumstances.
    

    
      But satisfying that curiosity could wait.
    

    
      The situation in the Cemetery Core was spiraling into something really bad right now.
    

    
      “Yeah, no matter how strong you guys are, it’s not like you’re facing the Ghost Knight this early in the game.”
    

    
      What should I do?
    

    
      I pondered briefly, but the answer was already clear.
    

    
      Save them.
    

    
      Even if they got lucky and defeated the Ghost Knight, the situation wouldn’t change.
    

    
      The boss of this field dungeon wasn’t actually the Ghost Knight.
    

    
      “Necromancer.”
    

    
      The Ghost Knight was just a mid-boss, an undead controlled by him. 
    

    
      I knew he was hiding somewhere, watching this whole situation unfold.
    

    
      “And that party can’t possibly beat the Necromancer.”
    

    
      They were already struggling against the Ghost Knight right in front of them.
    

    
      What about me, then?
    

    
      I weighed my options for a moment before shaking my head.
    

    
      Thinking about it, calculating win rates was pointless.
    

    
      I had to win anyway.
    

    
      If those guys died here, this continent’s future would be doomed.
    

    
      “I’ve got to prevent that.”
    

    
      Yeah, this is all my fault for changing the main storyline. 
    

    
      I had to accept it.
    

    
      But I did take a moment to consider the odds of them figuring out my identity.
    

    
      The leather suit altered my body shape, the skull mask hid my appearance, and it distorted my voice.
    

    
      “The only thing that might give me away is my speech…”
    

    
      I’d never acted before, but I’d been practicing another persona in my spare time for situations like this.
    

    
      A cold, stoic loner.
    

    
      The persona of a thief.
    

    
      Having made all my decisions, I looked down at the scene.
    

    
      At that moment, the Ghost Knight was lunging at Karina.
    

    
      “Noooo!”
    

    
      Yuria’s scream echoed through the cemetery.
    

    
      I hurriedly cast [Telekinesis], yanking Karina’s collar back forcefully.
    

    
      The Ghost Knight’s blade sliced through empty air. 
    

    
      Immediately after, I cast [Flame Surge], a spell I’d learned at the Vault.
    

    
      Kwaaaang!
    

    
      [Flame Surge] swallowed the Ghost Knight in one go.
    

    
      Thanks to the nature of fire-attribute magic, which heavily relied on the caster’s mental strength, my [Flame Surge], enhanced by an elixir, was on a level far beyond a 4th-circle mage’s.
    

    
      I stood up.
    

    
      Four pairs of eyes turned toward me.
    

    
      Curiosity, suspicion, and wary gazes tinged with a faint trace of fear.
    

    
      In response, I spoke in a voice stripped of as much emotion as possible.
    

    
      “Get lost. Unless you want to die here.”
    

    
      Did it work?
    

    
      The kids flinched, visibly shaken.
    

    
      Yeah, it seemed to have worked.
    

    
      Thankfully, they didn’t seem to have figured out who I was either.
    

    
      I waited for them to quietly leave.
    

    
      But, of course, things in this world never went according to my plans.
    

    
      “I’m grateful you saved my classmate, but your words are too harsh.”
    

    
      Gwyn stepped forward.
    

    
      As expected of the poster boy for the “Heroes of Frey” goody-two-shoes archetype.
    

    
      If you looked closely, this guy had zero situational awareness and was so rigid he’d have been a Confucian scholar if he’d been born in Joseon.
    

    
      Why didn’t he do something about that blood dripping from his right arm? 
    

    
      It’s always the clueless ones in a party who make things worse.
    

    
      “We’re cadets from the 890th class of Frey Heroes Academy. We came here because we heard rumors of undead in this cemetery…”
    

    
      “Who asked?”
    

    
      “…I’m explaining why we’re here.”
    

    
      “I don’t care who you are or why you’re here. I said it clearly. Get lost. This isn’t a place for rookies like you.”
    

    
      Gwyn, momentarily stunned, soon began breathing heavily.
    

    
      His expression showed the deep wound to his noble pride.
    

    
      Well, he was the heir of a duke’s family, precarious as his position might be. 
    

    
      If Karina hadn’t stepped in, he probably would’ve challenged me to a duel.
    

    
      “Then what about you? Did someone beg you to save us?”
    

    
      Karina, jumping to her feet, crossed her arms and tilted her chin up.
    

    
      If Gwyn was the ultimate scholar archetype, this girl was the epitome of self-centeredness, with her nose so high it touched the heavens.
    

    
      A Pinocchio-like brat.
    

    
      “You saved us on your own and now you’re acting all high and mighty, showing off? You picked the wrong people to mess with. We’re not that easy to push around.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “Apologize and reveal your identity right now. Then I’ll forgive your rudeness.”
    

    
      At that moment, the common-sense circuit in my brain shorted out.
    

    
      Normally, people would say thank you first.
    

    
      …Or maybe not?
    

    
      How was she demanding an apology instead?
    

    
      “Still, Karina, he’s our savior…”
    

    
      “Shut up, Ivan. Didn’t you hear him? Who asked him to save us? And even without him, I could’ve taken down that Ghost Knight myself. Yeah, that’s right. It was a setup! A setup!”
    

    
      “A setup? What do you mean?”
    

    
      “It means it was my plan, you idiot! I had that Ghost Knight right where I wanted it, and this guy stole it from me. Hey, you! That Ghost Knight was actually part of our bet, okay? You ruined my event, so you owe me an apology for that too.”
    

    
      Halfway through, I stopped listening and let her words go in one ear and out the other.
    

    
      When I blatantly ignored her, Karina swung her staff, throwing a tantrum. 
    

    
      Yuria, Ivan, and even Gwyn, who’d been fuming alongside her, tried to calm her down.
    

    
      It was absolute chaos.
    

    
      I shifted my gaze to the surroundings.
    

    
      The scattered fog was starting to creep back in, slowly gathering around us.
    

    
      “Too late.”
    

    
      Yuria, who’d been trying to calm Karina while keeping her focus on me, spoke up.
    

    
      “Too late? What do you mean?”
    

    
      “It means you’ve run out of time to escape.”
    

    
      “So what does that…!”
    

    
      “Get ready. The real attack is coming.”
    

    
      The fog grew thicker.
    

    
      The Necromancer, who’d been hiding and watching this entire situation, had finally made his decision.
    

    
      To kill all the intruders who’d entered his lair.
    

    
      The first to understand my words was, as expected, Yuria. 
    

    
      She raised her sword with one hand while preparing a spell with the other.
    

    
      Then Ivan and Gwyn followed.
    

    
      Finally, Pinocchio, sensing something was off, took a combat stance.
    

    
      “…Unbelievable. It’s still alive after that attack.”
    

    
      I tossed a vial to Gwyn, who was muttering to himself.
    

    
      Gwyn, catching it reflexively, tilted his head.
    

    
      “Sprinkle it on your wound. It’ll numb the pain for a while.”
    

    
      “Ah. Th-thank you.”
    

    
      “And it’s not the Ghost Knight. It’s something far more dangerous.”
    

    
      No sooner had I finished speaking than an eerie laugh echoed through the Cemetery Core.
    

    
      Hehehe…
    

    
      At the same time, the ground and soil around us began to writhe.
    

    
      Corroded tombstones cracked, and dirt, gravel, and rubble shot up in all directions.
    

    
      And then,
    

    
      Fwoosh!
    

    
      The earth’s surface surged upward.
    

    
      “What are these disgusting things!”
    

    
      Karina shouted.
    

    
      Emerging from the upheaved piles of dirt were rotting corpses.
    

    
      Ghouls.
    

    
      Vicious undead driven by endless hatred and hunger, tearing apart and devouring any living being in their path.
    

    
      There were a whopping twenty of them.
    

    
      I quickly glanced at the kids.
    

    
      But they were already moving.
    

    
      As if they’d gained some critical insight from the earlier battle, they exchanged glances and formed a formation.
    

    
      When a small group faces a larger force, formation and positioning are crucial.
    

    
      And in this battle, the most important person was none other than Karina, with her devastating single-shot magical firepower.
    

    
      So the kids positioned Karina at the center, with the three of them forming a defensive perimeter around her.
    

    
      Simple, but in a situation where enemies surrounded them on all sides, there was no formation more effective.
    

    
      Good, they’re handling it well.
    

    
      That put my mind at ease.
    

    
      Now I could focus entirely on the Necromancer.
    

    
      I cast my gaze forward.
    

    
      Among the massive ghouls, a figure in a black robe was slowly walking forward.
    

    
      The boss of this field dungeon, the Necromancer.
    

    
      Beneath the fluttering robe, his body was nothing but stark white bones.
    

    
      “…That’s a corpse too.”
    

    
      Ivan muttered, his face full of shock.
    

    
      [Hehehe. What fine specimens after so long!]
    

    
      The Necromancer raised his bony arms in a triumphant gesture.
    

    
      His empty eye sockets were fixed on Ivan, glinting with greed.
    

    
      As a Necromancer, he knew just how valuable their bodies were as materials.
    

    
      [For such high-quality materials to walk right into my hands! It seems the God of Death hasn’t abandoned this Kerdo yet. Keke!]
    

    
      “What’s he babbling about? This creepy pile of bones!”
    

    
      At that moment, three fireballs conjured by Karina shot toward the Necromancer.
    

    
      Pinocchio’s bold and flashy preemptive strike.
    

    
      But,
    

    
      Boom!
    

    
      The fireballs were sliced in half before they could reach the Necromancer. 
    

    
      Black smoke rose in front of him, and another undead revealed itself.
    

    
      Another Ghost Knight.
    

    
      As expected, there was one more.
    

    
      [Hehe. I’ve been watching you. You, girl, I’ll keep you alive and pamper you for a long time.]
    

    
      “This…!”
    

    
      [Go. Kill them all except that insolent girl.]
    

    
      Kiaaa!
    

    
      The ghouls charged at the kids in unison.
    

    
      Perhaps due to their magically enhanced size, the ground trembled momentarily under their momentum. 
    

    
      But Ivan and the others faced the ghouls calmly.
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      The good news was that, unlike the Ghost Knight, ghouls were undead that could be harmed by physical attacks.
    

    
      Thanks to that, the kids could unleash their full potential, and Karina, switching from support magic to her specialty—fire-attribute magic—began taking down ghouls.
    

    
      Kwaaang!
    

    
      And I,
    

    
      Step, step…
    

    
      Descended the hill.
    

    
      [I’ve been waiting.]
    

    
      The Necromancer had already turned his attention from the battlefield and was staring at me.
    

    
      His jaw clattered.
    

    
      [I closely observed the magic you used to annihilate the Ghost Knight. Not bad for a young one, eh?]
    

    
      In truth, the person the Necromancer was most wary of here was me.
    

    
      A mage who’d destroyed his precious Ghost Knight with a single spell and that power was more than enough to reduce his own frail, bony body to dust.
    

    
      Knowing that, I felt confident.
    

    
      “Scared of me?”
    

    
      [Hehe. Scared? A mere mortal who hasn’t even escaped the chains of death dares to think I, who’ve conquered death, would be afraid?]
    

    
      At that moment, my [Sharp Perception] trait picked up something.
    

    
      The mana in the ground was surging.
    

    
      I subtly stepped back. 
    

    
      Sharpened bone fragments shot up from the ground. 
    

    
      If I’d reacted even a fraction slower, I’d have been in serious trouble.
    

    
      But that was a feint.
    

    
      The real attack came from the front. 
    

    
      A Ghost Knight, having closed the distance unnoticed, raised its sword.
    

    
      I drew Raven from my back and swung.
    

    
      [Keke! Are mages these days all trying to play swordsman? That girl was the same. Why do you keep swinging staves like swords…]
    

    
      But the Necromancer’s clattering jaw snapped shut at the sight that followed.
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      Raven perfectly blocked the Ghost Knight’s sword. 
    

    
      I tilted it diagonally. 
    

    
      The Ghost Knight’s blade slid along Raven’s surface like a snake, rushing toward me.
    

    
      Just as the blade was about to reach me, I used a Vision.
    

    
      “Dagger Shift.”
    

    
      My body teleported.
    

    
      To the dagger I’d secretly dropped on the ground earlier.
    

    
      And that position was right behind the Ghost Knight.
    

    
      [Behind! Watch out!]
    

    
      Too late.
    

    
      No, even if he’d noticed, he couldn’t have stopped this.
    

    
      The surrounding mana surged, gathering in my hand.
    

    
      In an instant, a spell matrix formed, and the mana went through the process of concentration, alignment, application, and manifestation, completing a Vision.
    

    
      Blue lightning crackled from my hand.
    

    
      Crackle──
    

    
      It pierced straight through the Ghost Knight’s body.
    

    
      A blue flash sparked within the dark, ethereal form.
    

    
      Zzzzt!
    

    
      The Ghost Knight dissolved into smoke and vanished.
    

    
      […Who are you?]
    

    
      I turned around.
    

    
      The Necromancer was staring at me, his jaw dropped so wide it reached his chest.
    

    
      Without facial skin, I couldn’t read his expression, but if he had one, it’d probably be a ridiculously dumbfounded look.
    

    
      I tilted my head at his sudden change in attitude.
    

    
      “What’s your game?”
    

    
      [Th-that’s what I want to say! What’s your purpose here? Why is a mage like you in this place?!]
    

    
      What nonsense.
    

    
      Mage? Who?
    

    
      “Me?”
    

    
      [[Spatial Leap] is the exclusive domain of master mages, is it not? And you even chained it with [Lightning Slash]. That’s a magical synergy only those who’ve reached the pinnacle of magic can achieve… Don’t try to fool me. I’m not an idiot.]
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      No matter how I looked at it, he seemed like an idiot.
    

    
      I had no idea what he was rambling about.
    

    
      Sure, I’d used [Lightning Slash].
    

    
      But [Spatial Leap]? That was out of nowhere.
    

    
      That’s a top-tier Vision that requires at least 6th-circle mastery to cast.
    

    
      Then, a thought flashed through my mind.
    

    
      This guy… is he mistaking my [Dagger Shift] for [Spatial Leap]?
    

    
      [Where are you from? The Royal Palace? Or the Special Magic Corps? Have those fiends discovered my existence? T-tell me your affiliation. No, it doesn’t matter where you’re from. What do you plan to do with me? What’s your purpose here?]
    

    
      Judging by his behavior, it seemed I was right.
    

    
      [I-if I’m not your target, please let me go. I’m begging you. Oh, right! I’ll even apologize for attacking you. Please, be merciful.]
    

    
      So, for now, I said nothing and just stared at him.
    

    
      I figured I’d see how this played out.
    

    
      But my silence seemed to come off as an unspoken pressure to the Necromancer. 
    

    
      He started spilling everything on his own.
    

    
      [I’ll compensate for damages. I have some materials in my lab that might be useful, modest though they are…]
    

    
      And suddenly, he made me think.
    

    
      How could I make the most of this misunderstanding?
    

    
      Oh, of course, my plans didn’t include letting this skeleton live.
    

    
      No way. 
    

    
      The experience points from this guy were too valuable.
    

    
      From the moment I decided to save the kids, I’d planned to claim all the experience points from every ghoul here.
    

    
      What I was pondering now was something extra I could squeeze out of him—call it a bonus.
    

    
      I wondered.
    

    
      Could you squeeze water out of a skeleton?
    

    
      Suddenly, I was curious.
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      [Stop!]
    

    
      At the necromancer’s command, the ghouls halted their attacks in unison.
    

    
      In the process, Gwyn and Ivan each sliced through the necks of the ghouls in front of them, but the necromancer, after glancing at me, remained silent.
    

    
      “What’s going on?”
    

    
      “Huff! Hah! I don’t know. They just stopped attacking out of nowhere.”
    

    
      “What the hell! They’re retreating! What are you all doing? We need to take down at least one more while we have the chance!”
    

    
      It seemed they had taken quite a beating in the meantime.
    

    
      Karina shouted frantically, urging Gwyn, Ivan, and Yuria to act. 
    

    
      Naturally, the necromancer didn’t stay idle after hearing her words.
    

    
      [Return!]
    

    
      The necromancer swiftly sent the ghouls back into the ground. 
    

    
      Frustrated at her failed attempt, Karina kicked the innocent dirt in anger.
    

    
      Before long, only me, the necromancer, and the exhausted cadets remained in the clearing.
    

    
      The necromancer spoke to me.
    

    
      [……Follow me.]
    

    
      With that, he turned and headed into the mist.
    

    
      I was about to follow when it happened.
    

    
      Ivan and Yuria rushed over and grabbed me.
    

    
      “Hey, wait a second!”
    

    
      What?
    

    
      Wondering if they had somehow figured out my identity, I looked at them.
    

    
      “Thank you for helping us.”
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      Of course, that wasn’t the case.
    

    
      I nodded at the two, who were performing the Royal knight’s salute. 
    

    
      Yuria’s once-awkward salute had improved considerably. 
    

    
      She must have recently received training in formalities. 
    

    
      My gaze naturally drifted past their shoulders.
    

    
      Gwyn, who had been standing there hesitantly, bowed to me as well.
    

    
      And Karina──,
    

    
      ……stood with her back straight, arms crossed.
    

    
      “How rude. Why are you staring like that?”
    

    
      “Don’t you feel anything watching your friends?”
    

    
      “Not at all? I don’t show courtesy to sneaky people who hide their identities.”
    

    
      In other words, if I wanted her gratitude, I should take off my mask and reveal who I was.
    

    
      My response to that was simple.
    

    
      “If you don’t like it, get lost.”
    

    
      I glanced at her and turned away.
    

    
      How long had I walked?
    

    
      Karina’s loud yell echoed through the cemetery.
    

    
      “Ugh. What a jerk──!”
    

    
      I had suspected it since our first encounter, but today confirmed it. 
    

    
      No matter how I looked at it, she was definitely the craziest person in this area.
    

    
      The necromancer led me to a large gravestone.
    

    
      He muttered something, and the gravestone vanished, revealing an empty space—a passage leading underground.
    

    
      [It’s a complicated place. Follow closely.]
    

    
      The stairs ended, and we arrived at a deep burrow.
    

    
      The burrow was wide enough for five people to pass through comfortably. 
    

    
      Considering the manpower and time it must have taken to dig such a tunnel, I couldn’t help but be impressed.
    

    
      Hmm. 
    

    
      I never thought about this when I encountered it in the game. 
    

    
      Sometimes, the gap between the game and reality left me with a strange sense of nostalgia.
    

    
      Walking in silence was boring, so I decided to dwell on that feeling.
    

    
      In the game, this burrow was a passage leading to the boss room.
    

    
      It was also a trap-filled corridor where hidden ghouls ambushed players. 
    

    
      During my first attempt, I had nearly died.
    

    
      Now, thanks to the necromancer’s misunderstanding, I was passing through easily. 
    

    
      But in a typical scenario, like in the game, I’d be in quite a troublesome situation right now.
    

    
      And that’s when the thought hit me.
    

    
      Just to be safe, I cautiously scanned my surroundings with [Detection].
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      A smile crept onto my lips.
    

    
      Of course.
    

    
      I knew things were going too smoothly.
    

    
      Step, step──
    

    
      After that, I walked through the burrow in silence.
    

    
      The necromancer did the same.
    

    
      Occasionally, he glanced back to check if I was following, but otherwise, he made no other moves. 
    

    
      He was obediently guiding me to his lair.
    

    
      But now, I could see it.
    

    
      The subtle shift in his demeanor.
    

    
      Unlike before, when he trembled in fear, overwhelmed by my strength, he now seemed more relaxed, as if he had something to rely on.
    

    
      Whatever it was, it didn’t matter.
    

    
      The outcome wouldn’t change.
    

    
      Before long, the uneven burrow ended, and a wide-open space appeared.
    

    
      The necromancer stopped there.
    

    
      [You’ve worked hard to get this far.]
    

    
      I asked, feigning ignorance.
    

    
      “Is this the laboratory? It’s cleaner than I expected for a lab. Nothing looks particularly expensive.”
    

    
      [Of course. This isn’t the laboratory. The lab is beyond the door behind me.]
    

    
      “Is that so? Then let’s go.”
    

    
      [No. This is as far as you go.]
    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    
      [Because…….]
    

    
      The necromancer threw off his hood and shouted.
    

    
      [This is your grave! Heh heh heh!]
    

    
      At that moment.
    

    
      The walls surrounding the space crumbled, and ghouls hidden within them emerged one by one.
    

    
      They were the ones that had been trailing us from the burrow.
    

    
      Then.
    

    
      Rumble!
    

    
      A massive stone wall descended, completely sealing the entrance to the burrow I had come through.
    

    
      I was now perfectly trapped in this space.
    

    
      Still, I asked calmly.
    

    
      “Do you really think you can defeat me like this?”
    

    
      [Heh heh. You’re trying hard to act unfazed. Of course, in a direct confrontation, I’d lose. We necromancers aren’t exactly compatible with mages! But here, it’s different.]
    

    
      In short, he was confident he could win because this was his home turf.
    

    
      A place brimming with the aura of death, where corpses—his weapons—were plentiful and easily accessible.
    

    
      [And you never planned to let me go, did you?]
    

    
      That was unexpected.
    

    
      How did he know?
    

    
      [Heh heh heh. Surprised? At my level, I can tell whether someone harbors killing intent toward me.]
    

    
      I nodded, readily admitting it.
    

    
      “You’re right. I planned to erase you from this world. You’re not worth existing.”
    

    
      I hadn’t shown it, but the air here was thick with a nauseating stench.
    

    
      The smell of rotting, decaying corpses.
    

    
      And the source of that stench was the necromancer’s laboratory.
    

    
      How many atrocities had he committed here, how many innocent lives had he taken under the guise of experiments?
    

    
      That’s why I had been waiting for this moment.
    

    
      The moment to kill him.
    

    
      I was actually glad when I noticed the ghouls following me. 
    

    
      It meant I could beat them to a pulp without hesitation.
    

    
      I drew Raven from my back and asked.
    

    
      “I’ll ask one more time. Do you really think you can defeat me here?”
    

    
      [Heh. Stop bluffing! Do you think I don’t know the weaknesses of you mage wannabes? I’ve even taken down a 5th Circle mage.]
    

    
      It didn’t seem like a lie.
    

    
      He clearly knew the weaknesses of mages.
    

    
      Their frail bodies.
    

    
      Compared to knights who rely on physical prowess, mages are naturally vulnerable in close combat. 
    

    
      If surrounded by enemies, the difference in skill becomes irrelevant. 
    

    
      A stray arrow could kill them if they’re unlucky.
    

    
      In a confined space like this, the restrictions are even greater.
    

    
      Mages risk being caught in their own spells, making them hesitant to fight aggressively.
    

    
      Visions like [Spatial Leap], which require open terrain, are also limited here.
    

    
      [You fool. Sending those kids away was your mistake. Heh heh. I’ll make good use of your body!]
    

    
      The necromancer raised his arm.
    

    
      The ghouls, salivating at their prey, prepared to charge.
    

    
      And then,
    

    
      Seeing that, I burst into laughter that echoed through the burrow.
    

    
      “Pfft……!”
    

    
      [Why are you laughing? Have you gone mad with death staring you in the face?]
    

    
      “No? It’s just funny that a fool is calling me a fool.”
    

    
      [……!]
    

    
      “Let me ask you one thing. Do you think necromancy is exclusive to you?”
    

    
      [What?]
    

    
      “Exactly what I said. Death and corpses aren’t something only you can control. And just so you know.”
    

    
      I raised Raven.
    

    
      “Sending them away wasn’t a mistake.”
    

    
      At that moment, the raven’s head at the tip of Raven opened its beak wide.
    

    
      “Devour and seize, Raven.”
    

    
      Caw──
    

    
      A black beam of light shot toward the necromancer’s head.
    

    
      He hurriedly raised a barrier, but it was futile. 
    

    
      The beam easily pierced the barrier and passed through his head or rather, it scanned him, like a laser in a copier.
    

    
      [Power Seizure]
    

    
      The unique ability once wielded by the great thief, the master of Shadow.
    

    
      A special ability of Raven, a divine relic and a top-tier artifact.
    

    
      I had practiced using it before, but this was my first time using it in combat.
    

    
      The beam located the source of the necromancer’s power and memories, and soon, that information was laid out before my eyes.
    

    
      [Understanding of Death]
    

    
      [Call of the Dead]
    

    
      [Corpse Enhancement]
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      I chose one of them.
    

    
      Crunch!
    

    
      The mana in my body stirred.
    

    
      Not by my will, but by Raven’s.
    

    
      My mouth was already muttering a spell, one imbued with the essence of death.
    

    
      Rumble…….
    

    
      Dust fell from the ceiling.
    

    
      From the ground beneath my feet to the walls surrounding us, the entire chamber trembled.
    

    
      And at the center of it all was me.
    

    
      Sensing the ominous atmosphere, the necromancer hurriedly pointed at me.
    

    
      [Kill him!]
    

    
      The ghouls charged at me in unison.
    

    
      They raised their long claws and bared their sharp teeth.
    

    
      But they were stopped.
    

    
      By other entities that suddenly burst through the walls.
    

    
      Clack──
    

    
      Rattle──!
    

    
      They were dozens of bones.
    

    
      Skeletons.
    

    
      A wave of white bones surged from the walls, engulfing the ghouls from behind.
    

    
      Kyaaah!
    

    
      A skeleton’s hand shot up from the ground, grabbing a ghoul’s leg and toppling it.
    

    
      Another skeleton fell from the ceiling, crushing the fallen ghoul’s chest. 
    

    
      The ghoul swung its arm, shattering the skeleton’s arm, but the skeleton stabbed its now-sharpened forearm into the ghoul’s eye.
    

    
      Kieee!
    

    
      In no time, the chamber had become a fierce battleground between two types of undead.
    

    
      [This, this can’t be…….]
    

    
      The necromancer muttered in disbelief.
    

    
      He had realized whose will the skeletons were connected to.
    

    
      [You’re, you’re clearly a mage! How could you wield the land of death…….]
    

    
      I walked toward him silently, step by step.
    

    
      In contrast, the necromancer stumbled backward.
    

    
      But this was a sealed space. He soon hit the wall.
    

    
      “How does it feel to be caught in your own trap?”
    

    
      [Argh! Shut up! Flesh of the Spine!]
    

    
      A long bone materialized in the air and shot toward me.
    

    
      I dodged it with a slight twist of my shoulder. 
    

    
      In that moment, the necromancer hurriedly tried to open the laboratory door to escape.
    

    
      How much of an idiot did he think I was?
    

    
      Of course, I wasn’t going to let him get away.
    

    
      Crack!
    

    
      A dagger flew through the air, piercing the necromancer’s hand bone and pinning it to the door.
    

    
      [Aaaah!]
    

    
      He screamed at the top of his lungs.
    

    
      “You lunatic. You can’t even feel pain, so why are you screaming? So noisy.”
    

    
      Of course, it wasn’t a scream of pain but one of despair.
    

    
      [Urgh! Spinal Prison!]
    

    
      A white wall shot up from the ground.
    

    
      I leaped over it effortlessly with [Dagger Shift].
    

    
      In an instant, I was standing right in front of the laboratory door.
    

    
      The necromancer, noticing me too late, fell backward onto his rear.
    

    
      “You know what?”
    

    
      I retrieved the dagger.
    

    
      Then, I grabbed Raven’s head and tail, slowly pulling them apart.
    

    
      “I’m not a mage.”
    

    
      With a smooth sound, the transparent blade hidden within the staff gleamed in the dark burrow.
    

    
      “And I’m definitely not a magic swordsman.”
    

    
      [……!]
    

    
      “I came here on purpose. To take down you and those ghouls. All by myself.”
    

    
      The necromancer’s jawbone clattered noisily.
    

    
      [W-What are you talking about…….]
    

    
      “In simple terms, you and those things are just my experience points. Now die.”
    

    
      ──Stab
    

    
      The blade pierced the skull’s crown without hesitation.
    

    
      A sensation like fragile glass shattering wrapped around my hand.
    

    
      I pulled out the sword. A dark smoke rose from the narrow gap, dissipating into the air. It was the necromancer’s lingering will.
    

    
      Kyaaa!
    

    
      With their master gone, the ghouls, now without a chain of command, went berserk.
    

    
      They tore into not only the skeletons I had summoned but also their fellow ghouls.
    

    
      I went around finishing them off one by one.
    

    
      And so, the fierce and brutal battle ended somewhat anticlimactically.
    

    
      “What a mess.”
    

    
      Scattered across the battlefield were torn, rotting corpses and crushed bone fragments.
    

    
      And in the center, one skeleton stood alone.
    

    
      “Oh. A survivor.”
    

    
      Calling an undead a survivor felt a bit odd, but it seemed to understand, as its dark eye sockets turned toward me.
    

    
      I raised my sword.
    

    
      The necromancy I had stolen from the necromancer, [Land of Death], had long since expired. 
    

    
      Naturally, my connection to the skeletons had been severed.
    

    
      So, I intended to kill it.
    

    
      But.
    

    
      The skeleton’s next action forced me to lower my sword.
    

    
      Thud! Thud!
    

    
      The skeleton suddenly began frantically smashing a skull on the ground with its fist.
    

    
      The skull with a pierced crown was the necromancer’s.
    

    
      Crack! Crack!
    

    
      I didn’t know its story, but it was clear it harbored a deep grudge against the necromancer.
    

    
      “But. It’s just a skeleton?”
    

    
      Normally, low-tier undead only possess hatred and a desire for destruction toward the living.
    

    
      Yet this one held a grudge. 
    

    
      That was proof it retained some of its memories from life.
    

    
      “A special specimen?”
    

    
      Or perhaps, in life, it had been a formidable warrior.
    

    
      This was a cemetery, after all.
    

    
      No, considering its body was still intact after battling enhanced ghouls, I was half-convinced.
    

    
      “For now, let’s check the loot.”
    

    
      I turned and opened the laboratory door.
    

    
      “Ugh.”
    

    
      The concentrated stench inside the laboratory assaulted my nose.
    

    
      It was dizzying.
    

    
      I quickly summoned Sylph to blow the smell away. 
    

    
      But the sight before me was even more horrific than the odor.
    

    
      Rotting corpses and grotesque, unidentifiable body parts. 
    

    
      Maggots writhing atop them and swarms of flies covering the walls.
    

    
      “Damn. Did I let that necromancer die too easily?”
    

    
      He was undead, so I couldn’t have made him suffer anyway.
    

    
      Still, now that I was here, the disgust and unease outweighed any excitement or anticipation of loot.
    

    
      So, I quickly scanned the laboratory.
    

    
      I opened vials and leather pouches on the desk, checking their colors, sniffing them, and verifying their labels to confirm their authenticity.
    

    
      Some could be sold for money, while others would be useful to me.
    

    
      I stored them all in my subspace.
    

    
      “Huh? What’s this? ‘Hydra Venom’ is here? It wasn’t in the game.”
    

    
      The secret tomes, [Understanding of Death] and [Corpse Enhancement], were significant finds.
    

    
      There was also a hefty coin pouch—perhaps dug up from the cemetery or stolen from travelers—along with a nearly scrap-metal sword, a rusted shield, and other miscellaneous items.
    

    
      Luis will love these.
    

    
      So, I decided to contact Luis to handle the rest.
    

    
      When I stepped outside, a skeleton was standing tall by the door, greeting me. 
    

    
      Beneath it was a pile of bone dust that had once been the necromancer.
    

    
      “Satisfied?”
    

    
      Clack, the skeleton rattled its jawbone.
    

    
      It looked almost as if it was smiling, pleased to have achieved its goal.
    

    
      So, I opened my subspace.
    

    
      “Choose. Stay here, or come with me.”
    

    
      In my hand was a dagger.
    

    
      The skeleton tilted its head once. 
    

    
      Then, after glancing at my hand, it stepped forward without hesitation.
    

    
      Clack──!
    

    
      I closed the subspace and left the place.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      It had been a long night.
    

    
      Though maybe it felt longer because I hadn’t slept a wink.
    

    
      Not that I was sleepy.
    

    
      There hadn’t been time to feel tired.
    

    
      “I leveled up.”
    

    
      A thrill of excitement coursed through me.
    

    
      Leveling up granted me 3 points.
    

    
      I invested them in Strength, Agility, and Mental Strength.
    

    
      Name: Gerard
    

    
      Age: 30
    

    
      Occupation: Thief / Frey Academy 888th Class Cadet
    

    
      Level: 34
    

    
      Strength: 37
    

    
      Agility: 55
    

    
      Stamina: 34
    

    
      Mental Strength: 48
    

    
      Traits ─ Versatile / Instinct / Endurance / Memory and Understanding / Coolheadedness / Sharp Perception / Gaius’s Insight
    

    
      Seeing my stats rise almost daily filled my chest with pride.
    

    
      It hadn’t been long since my last level-up, and here I was again.
    

    
      Clearing the field dungeon, the Cemetery Core, single-handedly must have paid off.
    

    
      Come to think of it, I also took down that Ghost Knight at the start.
    

    
      No wonder I leveled up.
    

    
      But my experience points didn’t end there.
    

    
      There was more.
    

    
      The quests.
    

    
      Since I had two quests this time, the experience points would be doubled.
    

    
      So?
    

    
      “Could I level up again?”
    

    
      I checked the time.
    

    
      Two hours remained until my meeting with Luis.
    

    
      I wasn’t going to sleep anyway, and sitting idle wouldn’t make time pass faster, so I decided to spend it organizing the two quests.
    

    
      For Quest A, I reviewed the cadets’ personal information.
    

    
      For Quest B, I wrapped the artifact, ‘Gaze of Amplification,’ in paper to make it look like trash.
    

    
      As I worked, it was time to leave.
    

    
      I changed into athletic clothes and headed out.
    

    
      Step, step.
    

    
      I was yawning, shaking a canteen filled with Lumigan Grass root tea, when I saw it.
    

    
      Through the foggy mist, a silhouette appeared.
    

    
      In front of the men’s dormitory gate stood Yuria.
    

    
      “What’s up? What are you doing here?”
    

    
      “I was waiting for you, Senior.”
    

    
      The look in Yuria’s eyes as she stared at me was oddly meaningful.
    

    
      It snapped me awake.
    

    
      At the crack of dawn, why had Yuria come looking for me, unable to sleep?
    

    
      And of all days, today.
    

    
      The events at the cemetery flashed through my mind.
    

    
      Could she have noticed something about me back then……?
    

    
      “……Why? Why were you waiting for me?”
    

    
      “There’s something I need to ask you urgently. Only you.”
    

    
      Before I knew it, I was holding Yuria’s hand, heading toward a secluded spot.
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      The path back to the dormitory was quiet.
    

    
      None of the four cadets spoke first, each lost in their own thoughts.
    

    
      It had been a terrifying battle.
    

    
      The ghostly knight’s sword, teeming with death, and the horde of ghouls, dripping venomous saliva as they bared their ferocity.
    

    
      And the necromancer who commanded them all with ease.
    

    
      The four cadets couldn’t easily shake off that battle.
    

    
      No matter how they thought about it, the bet had been reckless.
    

    
      If it hadn’t been for the sudden appearance of the night traveler, that place might truly have become their grave, just as its name suggested.
    

    
      ‘…No. It’s certain. If that person hadn’t helped us, we wouldn’t be walking back to the Academy alive like this.’
    

    
      Naturally, the thoughts that chained together in the minds of the four converged on one person.
    

    
      The mysterious night traveler.
    

    
      The cadets weren’t unaware that even the necromancer’s final retreat with the ghouls was a result of that person’s actions.
    

    
      “…Who could they be?”
    

    
      “No idea.”
    

    
      “One thing’s for sure.”
    

    
      The three pairs of eyes turned to Karina, who wore a serious expression.
    

    
      “That person is a mage and one of considerable mastery.”
    

    
      The others didn’t raise any objections to her words.
    

    
      If Karina said so, it was true. 
    

    
      When it came to magic, she knew best.
    

    
      “Could it be a grand mage?”
    

    
      At Gwyn’s question, Karina snapped back, her tone sharp as if she’d never been serious.
    

    
      “Are you crazy? Do you think grand mages are some village chiefs in the sticks?”
    

    
      “I didn’t say it like that.”
    

    
      “Then think before you speak! Why would a grand mage come to a cemetery like this?”
    

    
      A mage was someone who had reached the 6th Circle, broken through the wall, and forged their own path anew. 
    

    
      For mages like Karina, it was a dreamlike realm.
    

    
      Naturally, a grand mage was an even higher tier.
    

    
      “Still, why would a mage of such skill come to a cemetery at dawn?”
    

    
      At Ivan’s murmur, the three began sharing their guesses.
    

    
      But with limited information, they couldn’t reach any meaningful conclusions or insights.
    

    
      In the end, their hearts only grew heavier as they parted ways to their respective dormitories.
    

    
      Click.
    

    
      Returning to her dormitory, Yuria let out a deep sigh at the emptiness filling the room.
    

    
      Her head was heavy, and her muscles screamed in protest.
    

    
      Yuria hurriedly stripped off her clothes, caked with the blood and flesh of corpses. 
    

    
      She placed her breastplate in a barrel of fine sand and tossed her shirt and pants into the laundry bin.
    

    
      She stepped into the bathroom and washed the blood away with clear water. 
    

    
      Using the Academy’s special lavender soap, she erased the stench completely, and after slipping into light pajamas, she felt reborn.
    

    
      As the tension melted away, exhaustion swept over her.
    

    
      She lay on her bed.
    

    
      Flop!
    

    
      But sleep wouldn’t come.
    

    
      Her body felt lighter than ever, but her mind remained heavy.
    

    
      A cacophony of thoughts clashed noisily in her head.
    

    
      Recollections of the battle, the bet, the night traveler’s identity, Academy life, and her relationships with her peers.
    

    
      But above all, what made her mind the loudest was—
    

    
      Her worry about magic.
    

    
      Magic.
    

    
      The power she had sworn never to use again since the entrance ceremony.
    

    
      But at some point, it had become a constant temptation flickering before her eyes.
    

    
      And just moments ago, she had felt the true power of combining magic and swordsmanship, realizing how dramatic the results could be.
    

    
      “…Magic swordsman.”
    

    
      Suddenly, she recalled what Gerard had told her the previous week.
    

    
      He had said she had a talent for magic.
    

    
      She had dismissed it as nonsense.
    

    
      Why?
    

    
      Because he was just a senior, two years older.
    

    
      Plus, he was a swordsmanship specialist in the Martial Arts Department.
    

    
      What could someone like that know about magic?
    

    
      But now, with time, her thoughts had shifted slightly.
    

    
      Gerard was no longer just some senior to her.
    

    
      He was a reliable mentor. 
    

    
      A dependable senior, and an excellent teacher who had given her countless pieces of advice and guidance.
    

    
      At the very least, she no longer thought his words were baseless.
    

    
      ‘Maybe, like he said, I really do have a talent for magic.’
    

    
      Yuria pondered.
    

    
      Should she cut off the temptation and stick to her original resolve to focus solely on swordsmanship?
    

    
      Or should she follow Gerard’s advice and walk the path of a magic swordsman, like Sir Sigaro?
    

    
      “Ah. What should I do?”
    

    
      Yuria’s heart raced.
    

    
      The day of vision selection was tomorrow.
    

    
      She had to make up her mind before then.
    

    
      She wanted to seek advice.
    

    
      But few people came to mind.
    

    
      Ivan and Rachel. 
    

    
      Her senior, Gerard, and her advisor, Professor Chaser Idna.
    

    
      And finally, Karina.
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      She ruled out the last one.
    

    
      She and Karina weren’t close enough to share such personal matters.
    

    
      Professor Chaser Idna, her advisor, was exceptional, but he was from the Martial Arts Department. 
    

    
      He’d likely oppose the idea strongly, let alone offer advice.
    

    
      Ivan probably wouldn’t know much either, so she ruled him out.
    

    
      Rachel… Gerard had warned her to keep her distance, so she felt reluctant.
    

    
      In truth, the answer had been clear from the start.
    

    
      Yuria threw on a coat over her pajamas and left the dormitory at once.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      “…So you’ve been waiting here since then?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      I looked at Yuria, who nodded slightly, with disbelief.
    

    
      “Aren’t you cold?”
    

    
      “I’m fine.”
    

    
      “Haa. You’re really stubborn.”
    

    
      “Stubborn?”
    

    
      “Dense, I mean. You could’ve talked about this during lunch or after class.”
    

    
      I handed her the flask of Lumigan tea I’d brought. 
    

    
      Still warm from being freshly brewed, it would serve as a good hand warmer for her.
    

    
      “This flask. It’s not mine.”
    

    
      “It’s mine and naturally, the root tea inside is mine too, so just hold onto it. Like this.”
    

    
      I placed it in her hands and tucked it into her coat pocket.
    

    
      It must’ve been warm.
    

    
      Yuria, with her hands in her pockets, fell silent for a brief moment.
    

    
      Well, that’s a relief.
    

    
      I’d been nervous she might bring up the cemetery, but thankfully, that wasn’t the case.
    

    
      This was news I’d welcome with open arms.
    

    
      The fruit of my patient waiting had finally ripened beautifully.
    

    
      “So. You want to use magic?”
    

    
      “I didn’t say it like that.”
    

    
      “It’s the same thing. Let’s be honest. You keep thinking about magic, don’t you?”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “You know it. It keeps catching your eye, and you want to use it and you actually did use it.”
    

    
      Just earlier, in the cemetery.
    

    
      You felt its incredible utility and strength with your whole body, and now you’re here, unable to forget that feeling all night.
    

    
      “No?”
    

    
      At my subtle nudge, Yuria reluctantly nodded.
    

    
      “…You’re right.”
    

    
      “See? You’re right. Let’s be honest. That’s the only way I can guide you properly.”
    

    
      “Yes. Please do.”
    

    
      I grinned.
    

    
      “Alright. I will. First, what you need right now is confidence, right? Whether you truly have a talent for magic or not.”
    

    
      Her face nodded slightly again.
    

    
      “How do you find that out?”
    

    
      “I don’t know. So for now, the best I can do is trust your words as much as possible.”
    

    
      My heart suddenly ached.
    

    
      The best she could do was trust my words.
    

    
      Those words shot through my heart like an arrow.
    

    
      Wow. Her trust in me was already this deep.
    

    
      Beyond being moved, a wave of pride in myself crashed over me.
    

    
      I’ve really worked hard to get here.
    

    
      Does this mean Yuria is completely on my side now?
    

    
      As I looked at her fondly, she suddenly stepped back and asked,
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “You were smiling weirdly all of a sudden.”
    

    
      “Huh? Oh. It’s nothing, don’t worry. I’ve always got a smiley face.”
    

    
      “Hm.”
    

    
      Yuria tilted her head for a moment before stepping back to my side.
    

    
      “That’s true.”
    

    
      “See? Anyway, you don’t seem to know me yet, but I don’t make choices or suggestions without certainty. Do you think I’d tell you to pursue magic without any proof?”
    

    
      In an instant, Yuria’s dark eyes sparkled like glass beads.
    

    
      “Really?”
    

    
      “Yuria, you’ve already proven your talent to me. Without even realizing it.”
    

    
      I repeated the words I’d said that day.
    

    
      Those with high mana affinity, the so-called geniuses, could activate their mana circuits as naturally as breathing.
    

    
      And that day, during the entrance ceremony attack, when the surrounding mana field was frozen by the Beast Pouch.
    

    
      While most mages suffered damage from mana backlash, you, Yuria, used magic without hesitation.
    

    
      “Both are easy to verify. The first premise—you’re probably feeling it yourself even now. The second premise—you can see it in your seniors who were carried to the infirmary that day due to mana backlash.”
    

    
      “…!”
    

    
      “How about that? Both are true, right?”
    

    
      Yuria didn’t answer.
    

    
      She didn’t nod either.
    

    
      She just stopped walking and stood still.
    

    
      What’s going on?
    

    
      Why’s she acting like this all of a sudden?
    

    
      Then Yuria looked up at me.
    

    
      “What do I do? I’m such an idiot.”
    

    
      I let out a hollow laugh.
    

    
      “What’s that about? How’s that being an idiot? It’s being cautious.”
    

    
      “Still. I didn’t even realize something so obvious and kept worrying until now. I’m really an idiot.”
    

    
      “Everything seems obvious and trivial once you know it. The impressive part is seeing it first.”
    

    
      Yuria stared at me blankly for a moment before poking me with her finger.
    

    
      So I nodded.
    

    
      “Yup. I’m praising myself for being impressive.”
    

    
      In that moment, 
      pfft
      , Yuria burst into a bright laugh.
    

    
      “Oh. Sorry. I didn’t mean to laugh… It’s not mocking.”
    

    
      A faint flush spread across her pale skin.
    

    
      As I quietly watched her, the surrounding atmosphere, colors, and background all felt like a painting displayed in an art gallery.
    

    
      “It’s fine.”
    

    
      I gazed at her for a moment before continuing.
    

    
      “In truth, those who rise to the top are the ones who challenge themselves every moment. They don’t need certainty. A one percent chance—that’s enough for them.”
    

    
      “…!”
    

    
      “It’s the same. Challenge yourself boldly. Don’t hesitate, and don’t care about others’ gazes. Others’ judgments? That’s been our fate ever since we entered this Academy.”
    

    
      It’ll be a tough journey.
    

    
      The path to becoming a magic swordsman, that is.
    

    
      The biggest issue in the current Royal society—the massive rift between knights and mages. Choosing a path that directly challenges that divide will cause friction everywhere.
    

    
      Even here, at the Academy.
    

    
      There could be objections to transferring to the Psychology Department, and the Martial Arts Department might ostracize her.
    

    
      Even after graduation, problems will persist.
    

    
      No matter how good her grades are, the Empire’s two largest martial organizations, the Central Knights and the Special Magic Corps, might not acknowledge her.
    

    
      No, they definitely won’t.
    

    
      Even the only recognized magic swordsman, Sir Sigaro, had to endure immense effort to join the Royal Knights under the Royal family.
    

    
      I showed her the path.
    

    
      But walking it is up to Yuria herself.
    

    
      “The choice is yours.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “What will you do?”
    

    
      Yuria looked up at me.
    

    
      Her face showed resolve.
    

    
      That was enough to answer.
    

    
      Then my advice had reached its limit.
    

    
      From now on, it was all up to her to walk the path.
    

    
      “Are you resolved?”
    

    
      “Yes. Resolved.”
    

    
      “Then go. I need to train.”
    

    
      “Oh. But what about tomorrow’s vision selection? I already consulted with my advisor.”
    

    
      “High-Speed Swordsmanship?”
    

    
      “Yes. Since I’ve decided to become a magic swordsman, don’t I need to redo my vision tree?”
    

    
      I shook my head.
    

    
      “It’s fine. High-Speed Swordsmanship and magic go well together. Stick with High-Speed Swordsmanship for this vision selection. Keep your vision tree as planned.”
    

    
      Yuria suddenly stared intently at my face.
    

    
      “What? Why’re you staring like that? You’re gonna burn a hole through my forehead.”
    

    
      “It’s just… a strange thought occurred to me.”
    

    
      “What thought?”
    

    
      “It feels like you knew I wouldn’t give up on magic.”
    

    
      My heart sank for a moment.
    

    
      Goddamn, her intuition is scary and sharp.
    

    
      “Hey, hey. Am I some kind of god? How would I know that?”
    

    
      “Right?”
    

    
      “Yeah, you. Stop saying weird stuff and go inside. You’ve got class prep to do.”
    

    
      “I’ll handle that myself. Since I came out early today, let’s train together.”
    

    
      As she said that, Yuria gulped down the root tea from the flask I’d given her.
    

    
      Wait, that’s—
    

    
      “It’s mine…”
    

    
      “Oh, right.”
    

    
      “…Just drink it.”
    

    
      “We can share. Here.”
    

    
      Yuria held out the flask with a bright smile.
    

    
      In the end, I had to postpone my meeting with Luis.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      The next day.
    

    
      The Vault opened, and for the first time in a while, a large number of cadets gathered in front of it.
    

    
      Vision Selection Day.
    

    
      A day when all cadets, regardless of grades, could choose a vision fairly.
    

    
      It happened twice a semester.
    

    
      Four times a year.
    

    
      For the new 890th class cadets, it was an especially important day.
    

    
      Since each cadet’s specialty, disposition, and preferred combat style varied, their vision trees would naturally differ, and this was the day to choose the first vision that would form the foundation.
    

    
      Thus, first-year cadets had the privilege of entering first.
    

    
      One by one.
    

    
      Starting with Gwyn Gaiard, they entered the Vault in order of entrance exam rankings. 
    

    
      Soon, Gwyn emerged with the vision tome he had chosen in advance.
    

    
      Then Karina Zain entered the Vault and came out with a vision tome.
    

    
      And so, the first-years’ vision selection seemed to proceed without a hitch.
    

    
      “…Huh?”
    

    
      The incident began with a small question from a new cadet named Deborah.
    

    
      Devo was a summoning specialist in the Psychology Department.
    

    
      Naturally, the vision tome he brought out was related to summoning.
    

    
      [Contract and Summon]
    

    
      But when Devo eagerly opened it, he was met with blank pages, as if someone had stolen the contents.
    

    
      Devo stared at the vision tome in a daze before calling out to a nearby professor.
    

    
      “Um. Professor? The vision tome I picked has nothing written in it?”
    

    
      “Hm?”
    

    
      “Is vision selection some kind of lottery? Ugh. Did I pick a dud?”
    

    
      “…What nonsense are you spouting?”
    

    
      The professor looked at Devo as if he were insane.
    

    
      But the moment he saw the vision tome in Devo’s hands, the professor froze.
    

    
      The vision tome was completely blank.
    

    
      “H-Hey, Department Head!”
    

    
      This small commotion soon grew into a massive wildfire, engulfing the entire Academy.
    

    
      [Frey Academy, Toyed With by a Mere Thief!?]
    

    
      It was the moment the existence of a thief who would later throw the Academy into chaos was first revealed to the world.
    

    

  
    Chapter 31: Chapter 31

    
      Chapter 31: Sudden Change (1)
    

    
      "Ha. I really don’t get how the world’s been spinning lately. Does it make sense? The Academy got breached by some thief?"
    

    
      "Right? It’s so frustrating! Why does this kind of thing have to happen the year our class enrolled?"
    

    
      "What are the guards even doing?"
    

    
      "No idea! What’s the point of giving them fancy armor and hefty paychecks? All they do is wander around ogling girls!"
    

    
      When one female cadet mimicked a certain guard’s behavior, her friends around her clapped their hands and burst into giggles.
    

    
      "What’s that, Luna? How are you so good at that?"
    

    
      "Pretty spot-on, right? Like that pervert?"
    

    
      "Totally! Even the dumb look is perfect!"
    

    
      "I wasn’t trying to act dumb, though."
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      It was lunchtime.
    

    
      At the Lodge Café located within the Academy grounds, many cadets had gathered, chatting away.
    

    
      From the 890th class to the 888th.
    

    
      Though their classes varied, the topic of their conversations was largely the same.
    

    
      The audacious thief who had infiltrated the Academy.
    

    
      Not just at the Lodge Café but anywhere on campus, whenever cadets met, they couldn’t stop talking about this subject.
    

    
      That’s how much the commotion at the Vault and the thief behind it had skyrocketed in interest within the Academy.
    

    
      That’s when it happened.
    

    
      The sound of heels clicking—tock, tock—echoed, and someone took a seat at the head of their table.
    

    
      Even the way she crossed her legs exuded an air of refined elegance.
    

    
      It was none other than Karina Zain.
    

    
      The moment Karina sat down, the tables around her fell silent in an instant. 
    

    
      The female cadets who had been giggling moments ago glanced nervously at her. 
    

    
      This was because of her recently prickly demeanor.
    

    
      Normally, she would have flashed a gentle smile at their jokes, clapped along, or shown some form of engagement.
    

    
      But since yesterday, she had seemed out of sorts.
    

    
      Her expression was serious all day, and she barely spoke.
    

    
      Was it because the thief had disrupted the attention she was supposed to receive on Vision Selection Day?
    

    
      The exact reason was unclear, but her friends hoped her irritability would pass quickly.
    

    
      Whether they cared or not, Karina was preoccupied with a concern of her own.
    

    
      That concern was Yuria.
    

    
      More precisely, the fact that Yuria, a swordsmanship specialist, had used magic.
    

    
      ‘It was definitely [Storm Blade].’
    

    
      Manipulating both aura and mana circuits simultaneously wasn’t something just anyone could do.
    

    
      No. It was unprecedented. History proved it.
    

    
      Did the countless heroes who left their mark on history focus on either swordsmanship or magic for no reason?
    

    
      ‘Mana circuits and aura can never coexist in one body.’
    

    
      This was a truth passed down from ancient times.
    

    
      Of course, as with any field, exceptions existed—freaks of nature like Sigaro Isaac of the Royal Knights occasionally appeared.
    

    
      Let’s say, for argument’s sake, that Yuria was such an anomaly.
    

    
      But even then, was Yuria a genius on par with Sigaro? Absolutely not.
    

    
      Sigaro Isaac.
    

    
      If he had forsaken his greed for magic and devoted himself solely to the sword, Karina had no doubt the title of the Empire’s greatest swordsman would have been his.
    

    
      The same applied to magic.
    

    
      But Yuria?
    

    
      ‘Not even close. Did she make a name for herself as a prodigy from a young age? Or did she enter the Academy as the top student?’
    

    
      Her entrance exam rank: 32nd.
    

    
      Karina suddenly found it absurd.
    

    
      ‘Did she think magic was easy?’
    

    
      The more she thought about it, the more she disliked Yuria.
    

    
      Looking back, her bad blood with Yuria ran deep.
    

    
      Their first encounter was during the Academy entrance exam earlier that year.
    

    
      The exam task was to hunt Imps, dark spirits roaming the testing grounds, and collect their tokens. 
    

    
      Just before the exam ended, Karina had an Imp she’d targeted stolen from her.
    

    
      The culprit, of course, was Yuria.
    

    
      Because of that, Karina was pushed to second place by Gwyn, missing the top spot.
    

    
      ‘If it weren’t for that, I would’ve entered as the overall top student.’
    

    
      Being the top entrant was a title that anyone from the Zain family was expected to claim as a matter of course.
    

    
      But to miss it by a hair’s breadth… Karina’s hatred for Yuria was inevitably beyond imagination.
    

    
      ‘Ugh. Just thinking about it still makes my blood boil.’
    

    
      Karina bit her lip hard.
    

    
      Her goal was singular.
    

    
      To become a Grand Mage.
    

    
      To reach that pinnacle, the full support of her family was essential, and among their resources, the elixir ‘Burning Heart’ was an absolute necessity.
    

    
      The problem was that ‘Burning Heart’ was granted to only one person per generation.
    

    
      And Karina had an older sibling.
    

    
      Zairo Zain.
    

    
      A genius who had never once failed to claim the top rank in his class and even graduated early, he was a distant goal that Karina, in her current state, could only dream of reaching.
    

    
      ‘No. It’s not too late. I just need to get my act together from now on.’
    

    
      Steeling herself, she lifted her head.
    

    
      She slowly scanned the cadets in the Lodge Café.
    

    
      None of them could be her rivals.
    

    
      Her true competitor was Zairo, and the people here were merely kindling for her to burn brighter.
    

    
      Yuria was no different.
    

    
      ‘Karina, you’re different from these kids. You’re special. You can do this.’
    

    
      Regaining her composure, Karina let a faint smile grace her lips as usual.
    

    
      "What are you guys talking about?"
    

    
      At Karina’s question, now with a noticeably brighter mood, her friends hurriedly set down their coffee cups.
    

    
      "Oh! Karina! Are you done with your worries?"
    

    
      "Worries?"
    

    
      "You looked so serious all day. I thought you might have something on your mind."
    

    
      "Me?"
    

    
      Karina flashed a radiant smile.
    

    
      "Did it look that way?"
    

    
      The quick-witted girls frantically waved their hands.
    

    
      "Huh? No, no way! As if you’d have anything to worry about, Karina! My mistake!"
    

    
      "Yeah, yeah. Um! We weren’t talking about anything special! Just the thief! The thief stuff!"
    

    
      "The thief?"
    

    
      "Yeah! Yeah!"
    

    
      Karina tapped her coffee cup lightly.
    

    
      In that moment, steam rose from the previously cold coffee. 
    

    
      With an elegant gesture, she picked up the cup and brought it to her lips.
    

    
      She was, of course, well aware of the Vault incident and the thief.
    

    
      What measures the Academy would take in response was unknown. 
    

    
      But she could make an educated guess.
    

    
      ‘They’ll try to catch them, no matter what.’
    

    
      By now, word of this would have reached the Zain family.
    

    
      And not just them.
    

    
      The Central Knights’ headquarters, the Special Magic Corps, and other prominent families. 
    

    
      Everyone would be fixated on this unprecedented event in the Academy’s history.
    

    
      Then, a brilliant idea flashed through Karina’s mind.
    

    
      ‘What if I were the one to catch the thief in this situation?’
    

    
      Finishing her thought, Karina set her coffee cup down with a clink.
    

    
      A satisfied smile now adorned her lips.
    

    
      "This coffee’s pretty good."
    

    
      At that, Luna burst into loud laughter. 
    

    
      The family that owned the Lodge Café was none other than hers.
    

    
      "Right, Karina? Our coffee’s not bad, huh?"
    

    
      "Yeah. Is this roasted from Runelai beans? The ones limited to 200 kilos a year?"
    

    
      "Whoa! How’d you know?"
    

    
      "Hmm. Just a guess? Maybe because I drink coffee so often? I could tell from one sip."
    

    
      Karina smiled lightly as if it were no big deal and lifted her cup again.
    

    
      Naturally, Luna and her entourage fussed over her.
    

    
      "Wow, Karina even knows about coffee. Is there anything she doesn’t know?"
    

    
      "She’s seriously amazing!"
    

    
      "I think all coffee tastes the same. Bitter. I don’t get why people drink it. It’s just expensive."
    

    
      "Hey, you think your taste buds are on par with Karina’s? She’s probably been eating fancy stuff since she was a kid!"
    

    
      "True. Even her clothes are all designer and she’s gorgeous. Ugh, it’s so unfair."
    

    
      "I’d give anything to live as Karina for just one day!"
    

    
      The table, quiet moments ago, became lively again.
    

    
      Listening to their adoring chatter, Karina set her cup down.
    

    
      The coffee inside rippled.
    

    
      Its volume hadn’t changed a bit from before.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      The grand conference hall in the main building.
    

    
      There, senior professors, department heads, two academic deans, and the Vice-Dean were engaged in a heated meeting.
    

    
      The topic was, unsurprisingly, the thief shaking up the Academy.
    

    
      …Or so it was supposed to be.
    

    
      Somehow, the conference hall had devolved into a chaotic marketplace of shouting, informal speech, and curses.
    

    
      "So, if you’d managed the facilities properly from the start, we wouldn’t be having this conversation! Huh? Am I wrong?"
    

    
      "Idiot. The sealing array in the Vault is a flawless magical formation. Do you even know who set it up? If you did, you wouldn’t dare spew such nonsense. Tsk, tsk!"
    

    
      "Hey! Why’s that coming up now? Who’s responsible for maintaining the Academy’s defense system!? It’s you guys!"
    

    
      "Ha. You think we’ve got nothing to say? If you’d done your job guarding the place, this wouldn’t have happened."
    

    
      At the smug retort from the Development Department Head, the Academy Guard Captain leapt to his feet.
    

    
      His bearded face was flushed red, on the verge of exploding.
    

    
      "What? You done talking?"
    

    
      "Yeah. What? Wanna go? Fine. Let’s do it."
    

    
      The Development Department Head pulled out a wand.
    

    
      Following suit, the Psychology Department professors seated beside him drew their own magical tools.
    

    
      In response, the Martial Arts Department professors across from them flinched, then glared back fiercely.
    

    
      "Have they gone mad from staring at sketchboards in their labs all day? Their brains must’ve melted. Are you guys seriously insane?"
    

    
      "Yeah, we’re insane. So if you’re confident, just draw those blades at your waists. Got it?"
    

    
      No matter that they now held professor titles, their origins lay with the Special Magic Corps and the Central Knights’ headquarters.
    

    
      The ongoing rivalry between these two, the Empire’s most powerful factions, was something even the Academy couldn’t escape.
    

    
      But a meeting this overheated was unprecedented.
    

    
      The trigger: the thief incident.
    

    
      More specifically, the question of the thief’s existence.
    

    
      It hadn’t been made public yet, but during the investigation of the three Vault librarians, the guards had identified a prime suspect believed to be the thief.
    

    
      That librarian’s name was Ged.
    

    
      Indeed, Ged had been bribed by the Beltus Cult, transcribing Secret Tomes and sending them to the cult—a traitor.
    

    
      Naturally, all of Ged’s criminal activities had been uncovered in this investigation.
    

    
      Thus, the Academy concluded that Ged was the true culprit behind the theft of the Secret Tomes, and the thief incident seemed poised to conclude.
    

    
      But then.
    

    
      [I’m not the one, Captain! Captain! Think about it. Think! Even a passing dog knows that if something happens, the first person they’d investigate is me, the administrator!]
    

    
      [So why would I steal the Secret Tomes and then put blank notebooks back in their place? Especially with Vision Selection right around the corner!]
    

    
      [Have you ever seen a thief advertise that they’re a thief? It’s not me! Absolutely not!]
    

    
      Ged’s desperate protests continued throughout.
    

    
      And the Academy couldn’t ignore his claims.
    

    
      They were plausible.
    

    
      While Ged was greedy for money, his colleagues who had worked with him for years knew he was far from stupid.
    

    
      Would someone like him deliberately set himself up to be caught as a thief?
    

    
      When a flood of reports about missing items from within the Academy surfaced, the Guard Captain reported the situation to the Vice-Dean, leading to the current meeting.
    

    
      The Guard Captain insisted there was a separate thief. 
    

    
      The Martial Arts Department professors, who had various ties to him, shared his stance.
    

    
      But the Psychology Department professors outright denied it.
    

    
      For one reason.
    

    
      Acknowledging it would mean admitting the incompetence of magic and magitech.
    

    
      The Vault was a masterpiece of magitech, a culmination of countless magical barriers and intricate spell formations.
    

    
      And yet, it was breached?
    

    
      By a mere thief?
    

    
      For those who hailed magitech as the revolution of a new era, this was a fact they couldn’t accept, even with a blade to their throats.
    

    
      "Ha. Stop acting tough and take a look at this. If your so-called defense system was working properly, would all these items have vanished at once? Does that make sense?"
    

    
      One Martial Arts Department professor waved a document back and forth.
    

    
      It was a list of all the items that had gone missing so far.
    

    
      "I told you. Those were lost due to negligence by the staff of those departments."
    

    
      "Oh, simple misplacement? Fine, maybe some of them could be. But what about the artifacts? Are you saying the artifact ‘Might of the Giant’ was just carelessly lost by a researcher?"
    

    
      "So what are you trying to say? That there’s actually a thief?"
    

    
      "That’s already a given and I’d add that the Academy’s defense system, which you’re so proud of, is actually full of holes. Come to think of it, something similar happened during the entrance ceremony, didn’t it?"
    

    
      "I told you. That was because the terrorists’ weapons were special, not a system failure."
    

    
      "Oh, ‘special weapons.’ I was just about to ask. By now, you must have come up with countermeasures for those ‘special weapons,’ right?"
    

    
      "Uh, well…"
    

    
      As the Development Department Head stammered, the Guard Captain seized the chance to mock him.
    

    
      "Ha. From your expression, I guess not. So with just those weapons, not only a thief but any random citizen could waltz into the Vault. Some ‘ultimate defense system.’ It’s worse than a lock from a general store."
    

    
      "What did you say?"
    

    
      "What, am I wrong? Look, Development Head. There’s a limit to incompetence! As the head of the Development Department, what have you even done? Huh? You still haven’t prepared any defenses against it! Does that make sense!?"
    

    
      Once again, shouts and curses erupted.
    

    
      Watching the fiercely clashing professors, the Vice-Dean, seated at the head, pressed his fingers to his temples.
    

    
      In moments like these, he couldn’t help but resent the Dean, who spent more time gallivanting outside than at the Academy.
    

    
      Did the existence of the thief even matter to these people?
    

    
      It seemed their real concern was how to tear each other down further.
    

    
      "This meeting will never end at this rate."
    

    
      The Vice-Dean glanced alternately at the two men seated beside him.
    

    
      The department heads, Allen Desico and Pirion Lil.
    

    
      They nodded, and soon the raucous conference hall was silenced by their shouts.
    

    
      "Everyone, quiet!"
    

    
      The fiery uproar was extinguished in an instant.
    

    
      The professors looked at the two department heads with wide eyes. 
    

    
      Then, noticing the Vice-Dean’s exasperated expression, they realized their breach of decorum.
    

    
      The Vice-Dean clicked his tongue.
    

    
      "Professors should know better than to act so shamefully."
    

    
      "…We’re sorry."
    

    
      "Our apologies, Vice-Dean."
    

    
      As the professors flushed with embarrassment, the Vice-Dean sighed.
    

    
      "I understand. The recent string of misfortunes at the Academy must have everyone on edge. I get it. But shouldn’t we at least maintain some dignity?"
    

    
      "…"
    

    
      "What we need now is unity. There’s no guarantee this won’t happen again, so how can we fight among ourselves? You can never be too prepared. Whether there’s a thief or not isn’t the issue—what matters is what measures we take to prevent future incidents."
    

    
      Pausing briefly, the Vice-Dean looked at the two department heads.
    

    
      "You two, strengthen security across the Academy grounds. The guards alone can’t cover this vast area, so have the professors form teams and patrol at set intervals."
    

    
      "Patrols, sir?"
    

    
      "Yes. Each department head will create a schedule and submit it to me."
    

    
      Allen, frowning, asked, "When should we have it ready by?"
    

    
      This was a roundabout way of asking how long the professors would be tasked with patrolling.
    

    
      Allen was displeased that professors were being made to do the guards’ job.
    

    
      "That depends on the Development Department."
    

    
      But the Vice-Dean shifted the responsibility to the Development Department Head.
    

    
      "What do you mean by that?"
    

    
      "Starting today, the Development Department, along with the Magitech Research Institute, will work on perfecting countermeasures for those ‘special weapons.’"
    

    
      At that, the Development Department Head, who had been silent, jolted in surprise.
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      "Why so shocked? Don’t tell me you weren’t planning to do it."
    

    
      "N-no, of course not."
    

    
      "You’d better hurry. If those countermeasures aren’t perfected, the professors will have to keep patrolling. They’ll have to make up for it with manpower."
    

    
      In that moment, every professor in the room, regardless of department, turned their eyes to the Development Department Head.
    

    
      Sweating profusely, he wiped his forehead with the back of his hand.
    

    
      "And Guard Captain, investigate which organization Ged was dealing with."
    

    
      "Understood. Oh, and Vice-Dean, do you…?"
    

    
      "Yes. I can’t shake the feeling that this organization is tied to the entrance ceremony attack. Am I getting paranoid in my old age? I worry too much."
    

    
      "No way, sir. I’ll look into it."
    

    
      "Please do."
    

    
      "Yes, sir!"
    

    
      "Then let’s end the meeting here. You’re dismissed."
    

    
      Having swiftly resolved the agenda, the Vice-Dean waved his hand tiredly.
    

    
      One by one, the professors left the conference hall, their expressions uneasy.
    

    
      But they didn’t know.
    

    
      In the shadowed corner of the ceiling, a small creature had hidden itself, observing the entire meeting from start to finish.
    

    
      With eight eyes, it diligently transmitted everything it had seen and heard to somewhere else.
    

    
      And not a single professor noticed.
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      Chapter 32: Sudden Change (2)
    

    
      After finishing my morning routine, I was sitting on a bench as usual, waiting for Luis.
    

    
      A spider scurrying through the grass, diligently moving its legs, caught my eye.
    

    
      Seeing it reminded me of my summoned creature, ‘Peter.’
    

    
      Peter, named after the protagonist of the movie 
      Spider-Man
      , was the second of my three summoned creatures.
    

    
      For reference, the first was Sylph, the wind spirit, and the youngest was the skeleton I obtained last time.
    

    
      And the skeleton’s name was Clatter.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Anyway, Peter was my spy, planted in the conference hall to keep tabs on the professors’ movements.
    

    
      Being a tiny creature, it was barely noticeable and consumed very little mana, making it an excellent ally for me.
    

    
      Its cost-effectiveness was top-notch.
    

    
      Even if I kept it summoned all day, it used less mana than a flask of Lumigan root tea could replenish, making it the ultimate champion in terms of efficiency.
    

    
      “And yesterday, it achieved something quite commendable.”
    

    
      I recalled the information Peter had relayed from the conference hall yesterday afternoon.
    

    
      Most of the meeting consisted of pointless power struggles among the professors, but digging deeper, it was clear the disputes revolved around one individual.
    

    
      That individual’s name was Ged.
    

    
      He was the one caught as the culprit in my place for the incident I caused.
    

    
      Honestly, I never expected Ged to get caught.
    

    
      In the mainstream storyline, Ged wasn’t someone who’d be used up like this.
    

    
      In fact, he was supposed to outlive even Gerard, aiding the Beltus Cult.
    

    
      But somehow, in this worldline, he got caught earlier than I did.
    

    
      When I first heard the news through Peter, I was so dumbfounded that I let out a hollow laugh.
    

    
      What kind of butterfly effect would this bring in the future?
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      As I sat on the bench, lost in thought, I suddenly heard a rustling sound beside me.
    

    
      Luis, disguised as a wrinkled old man, approached with a broom and a trash can. 
    

    
      Without preamble, he sent a Whisper.
    

    
      [What will you do now?]
    

    
      Pretending to drink water, I replied.
    

    
      [About what?]
    

    
      [The Academy has caught on to Master’s existence, haven’t they?]
    

    
      [That’s right. They’ve figured out I exist.]
    

    
      Tapping my foot, I noticed Luis glance at me before sending another Whisper.
    

    
      [You seem awfully relaxed. Do you have some sort of plan?]
    

    
      [Plan?]
    

    
      [Yes.]
    

    
      Well, no.
    

    
      I didn’t have one.
    

    
      But admitting that outright would surely lead to a lecture.
    

    
      [Of course I do. A plan.]
    

    
      [Don’t lie.]
    

    
      [?]
    

    
      [Do you think this is my first time dealing with you, Master?]
    

    
      If he knew me so well, why even ask?
    

    
      For the next ten minutes, I had to endure Luis’s nagging.
    

    
      [Look, listen. This was unavoidable, okay? It was bound to happen. This was my best shot.]
    

    
      [There’s no such thing as unavoidable for a thief. Especially not for you, Master. You must be flawless and perfect in your conduct.]
    

    
      I was starting to think he was trying to raise me into some kind of god of thieves.
    

    
      [And to begin with, none of this would’ve happened if you hadn’t targeted the Vault.]
    

    
      [But thanks to that, we recovered Shadow’s lost Vision, Dagger Shift.]
    

    
      [Sigh. That’s…]
    

    
      At that point, I cut off his nagging.
    

    
      [Alright, enough. Stop there. What’s with you? There’s good news too, isn’t there?]
    

    
      [Good news?]
    

    
      [Yeah. First, the results of the request. Why haven’t you reported on that?]
    

    
      Luis’s sweeping grew more vigorous.
    

    
      He was clearly annoyed at my attempt to change the subject. 
    

    
      But that aside, he still had to give the report.
    

    
      [Guartes. He was wearing a hooded robe, so I couldn’t see his exact reaction, but he seemed quite surprised.]
    

    
      As expected.
    

    
      I had completely uncovered the spy they’d planted, Rachel, right under their noses.
    

    
      Even if it was a test for me, it was only natural they’d be shocked.
    

    
      [And the payment?]
    

    
      [As promised, I received double.]
    

    
      [Oh!]
    

    
      That meant any complaints or distrust toward me within the cult should now be completely dispelled.
    

    
      A very positive development.
    

    
      [What about the laboratory in the Cemetery? Did you check it out?]
    

    
      [Yes. There were plenty of useful things.]
    

    
      [Right? It’ll definitely help with the guild’s finances, won’t it?]
    

    
      [The equipment reeks of corpses, but there are always buyers out there, so I plan to handle it through a broker.]
    

    
      With a sly grin, I asked.
    

    
      [So, who do we have to thank for all this?]
    

    
      [Sigh. Yes, fine. You pulled it off. I really don’t want to admit it, but you did.]
    

    
      Not wanting to admit it, huh.
    

    
      Even though he grumbled on the surface, it was obvious Luis was secretly proud of the results I’d brought.
    

    
      How did I know? His sweeping had softened.
    

    
      That put me in a good mood too.
    

    
      [See? I can deliver when it counts.]
    

    
      [Yes. Well done.]
    

    
      Next, I heard the report I’d separately requested about the conflicts and gossip circulating among the first-year cadets.
    

    
      Ivan, Gwyn, Karina, Yuria.
    

    
      Why had those four gone to the Cemetery at the crack of dawn?
    

    
      Something must’ve happened during the Late-Night Mock Battle, but asking Yuria would only get me a denial that it was “nothing.” So, I’d tasked Luis with investigating.
    

    
      After all, Luis, posing as a janitor wandering around, had better access to information than I did.
    

    
      Soon, I got a rough rundown of the situation.
    

    
      [What? What rumor?]
    

    
      [They’re saying you and that female cadet, Yuria, are… involved.]
    

    
      [Involved how?]
    

    
      [It seems they mean romantically.]
    

    
      What a load of nonsense. 
    

    
      I couldn’t help but scoff.
    

    
      Come to think of it, I remembered the sneaky glances from the other cadets during the last lecture. 
    

    
      So that’s why they were staring at me like that?
    

    
      It all made sense now.
    

    
      The source of this nonsense—cough, I mean, the starting point—could only be one person.
    

    
      Karina Zain.
    

    
      Who else could it be?
    

    
      Yuria must’ve been trying to quash the rumor herself and prevent it from causing me trouble, fighting her own battle in her own way.
    

    
      Ugh. 
    

    
      What am I going to do with Karina?
    

    
      I didn’t want to get tangled up with her, but she kept buzzing around like a fly drawn to food.
    

    
      [It’s absurd, but I don’t think it’s worth worrying about.]
    

    
      [What? Why not?]
    

    
      [Drawing another line on a watermelon doesn’t turn it into a different fruit. A rumor like that isn’t going to affect you, Master.]
    

    
      He didn’t get it.
    

    
      Did he know how hard I was working to clean up my trashy image?
    

    
      …But he wasn’t entirely wrong for now, so I couldn’t argue back.
    

    
      [Anyway, so what’s your next move?]
    

    
      [Stop asking what.]
    

    
      [The existence of a thief has been exposed to the world. I’m asking about your plans moving forward.]
    

    
      Plans, huh.
    

    
      I answered immediately.
    

    
      [Nothing changes. No one knows that I, ‘Gerard,’ am the thief yet.]
    

    
      I couldn’t prevent the thief’s existence from being revealed.
    

    
      It was bound to come out eventually. 
    

    
      It happened sooner than expected, but that’s all.
    

    
      So, nothing changes.
    

    
      I’d just keep doing what I’d been doing.
    

    
      The only thing that worried me was the same thing I’d been mulling over before Luis arrived.
    

    
      The future altered by Ged’s capture. 
    

    
      How the butterfly effect would impact me was something I’d have to think about slowly going forward.
    

    
      But the answer to that concern came surprisingly quickly.
    

    
      [There’s one more matter to discuss, Master.]
    

    
      [A request?]
    

    
      [Yes.]
    

    
      [They’re giving me a request in this climate? Is it urgent?]
    

    
      I looked at Luis, expecting an answer, but his expression was oddly strange.
    

    
      [I’m not sure.]
    

    
      [Not sure? What’s the request about?]
    

    
      [I don’t know that either. They said they’d explain the details in person.]
    

    
      In person?
    

    
      With whom.
    

    
      [Me?]
    

    
      [Yes. To be precise, they want to meet the thief doing the work. But that’s you, isn’t it?]
    

    
      The first thing that came to mind was a question.
    

    
      ‘Why on earth?’
    

    
      Meeting me wasn’t exactly difficult.
    

    
      To them, I was just the master of a washed-up thief guild, not some big shot.
    

    
      I’d also half-expected they’d eventually request a meeting like this.
    

    
      The issue was the timing.
    

    
      The timing made no sense.
    

    
      Icata was in an uproar over the thief incident at the Academy.
    

    
      Requesting a job in such a sensitive period was risky enough, yet they wanted to meet the operative directly?
    

    
      [Is this because of the thief uproar?]
    

    
      [That seems the most likely reason, doesn’t it?]
    

    
      No matter how I thought about it, that was the only explanation.
    

    
      [When’s the meeting?]
    

    
      Luis didn’t answer my question.
    

    
      He tripped over a rock protruding from the ground that he hadn’t noticed.
    

    
      “Whoops!”
    

    
      The trash can he was carrying tipped over, spilling countless pieces of garbage onto the ground. I watched the scene silently.
    

    
      “Damn it!”
    

    
      Cursing loudly, Luis scrambled to his feet and started picking up the trash to put back in the can.
    

    
      I got up from the bench and approached.
    

    
      “Are you alright, sir?”
    

    
      “Are you mocking me? Does this look alright to you!?”
    

    
      “…No.”
    

    
      “Then why are you just standing there gawking? Help me clean this up!”
    

    
      “Oh. Right.”
    

    
      After finishing the cleanup, he left the rest area without so much as a goodbye.
    

    
      I stared blankly at his retreating figure before turning toward the dormitory.
    

    
      Fiddling with a note I’d picked up from the ground, now tucked in my pocket.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Icata.
    

    
      The capital of the Frey Empire, one of the two great powers dividing the continent.
    

    
      A central hub of the empire where countless people, diverse races, and various gems and goods flowed, entwined with myriad interests.
    

    
      Its history spanned a thousand years, earning it the title of the eternal golden city.
    

    
      But even the radiant golden light cast shadows.
    

    
      The Sewer District.
    

    
      This was the shadow obscured by Icata’s brilliance. 
    

    
      A place where the dregs and refuse of civilization gathered.
    

    
      Foul-smelling sewage systems and garbage dumps.
    

    
      The stench of rot and decay birthed all sorts of sinister urban legends.
    

    
      In its depths, unidentifiable corpses floated by. 
    

    
      Naturally, chunks of what were once human were among them.
    

    
      This district, where all manner of surplus waste converged, was administratively marked as part of the same region but was considered entirely separate from Icata.
    

    
      Its residents were debtors, beggars, vagrants, and orphans.
    

    
      People here would cling to anyone for a handout, making even the guards shake their heads and avoid the place.
    

    
      When I set foot in the Sewer District, the time was 11:43 PM.
    

    
      Seventeen minutes remained until the appointed midnight meeting.
    

    
      The layout of this place was vividly clear in my memory. 
    

    
      Navigating the tangled alleys to reach Block 12, the meeting point, was easy.
    

    
      Soon, a mark carved into the edge of a wall forming the alley caught my attention.
    

    
      It was a crack, perhaps formed naturally from the wall’s weathering, or maybe deliberately etched.
    

    
      What mattered wasn’t how it got there.
    

    
      It was a landmark indicating the meeting spot. 
    

    
      Without hesitation, I stepped into the alley marked by the sign.
    

    
      A dead-end alley.
    

    
      The air inside was thick with an unimaginably putrid stench. 
    

    
      Even with my skull mask on, my face instinctively scrunched up, and I couldn’t help but mutter.
    

    
      “This smell is absolute crap.”
    

    
      In the corner of the dead-end alley, a figure stirred.
    

    
      Tattered clothes, caked with dried filth and grime.
    

    
      A beggar.
    

    
      I approached and asked abruptly.
    

    
      “Where’s the answer to life?”
    

    
      “……Ugh.”
    

    
      The beggar’s groans, which had been constant, stopped abruptly. 
    

    
      His fearful, furtive glances sharpened into clarity.
    

    
      “What’s your business?”
    

    
      “Meeting the courier.”
    

    
      The beggar slowly stood.
    

    
      A hole previously hidden behind him came into view.
    

    
      A manhole leading to the sewers.
    

    
      I stared at the beggar for a moment before jumping down without hesitation.
    

    
      ──Thud.
    

    
      Inside the dark, dank sewer.
    

    
      [Night Vision] revealed every detail of the surroundings, but no amount of thievery skill could block the rancid stench of decay assaulting my nose.
    

    
      Damn it.
    

    
      Even in sensitive times, who the hell picks a meeting spot this shitty? 
    

    
      I was starting to get curious about the courier’s face.
    

    
      Looking at the putrid water flowing through the channel and the various debris floating in it, I felt like I was about to revisit my dinner menu.
    

    
      I hurried my steps.
    

    
      Thud, thud──
    

    
      After walking a short distance, I reached a small space, about three pyeong, at a bend in the sewer.
    

    
      The source of the stench and miasma.
    

    
      In the corner of the space, piles of bones caked with red flesh were stacked high.
    

    
      Alongside grotesquely mangled, rotting corpses, a desk on the opposite side held bottles of unidentified reagents sloshing inside.
    

    
      Suddenly, with a 
      pop
      !, a crimson corpse burst, spraying a fountain of blood mixed with entrails.
    

    
      Yellowish gas seeped from the ruptured hole. 
    

    
      So concentrated, it carried a horrific smell and corpse poison.
    

    
      I swear, even that stoic Baron Tesda would’ve screamed, “Holy shit!” at this scene.
    

    
      The only reason I held back my own curses was the single gaze watching me from the round table.
    

    
      I turned to meet that gaze.
    

    
      And so, I came face-to-face with the person I’d been curious about.
    

    
      Slit-like eyes and protruding cheekbones.
    

    
      Yellowed teeth visible through a sneering grin.
    

    
      “You’re right on time.”
    

    
      I cursed myself for wondering.
    

    
      I hate to say it, but that was one hell of an ugly face. 
    

    
      It looked like it smelled.
    

    
      “Take a seat.”
    

    
      And it did.
    

    
      As I sat across from him, an indescribable odor pierced through my mask and assaulted my nose.
    

    
      I pushed my chair back slightly.
    

    
      “Smells bad.”
    

    
      “What’s that?”
    

    
      “Just saying.”
    

    
      His expression shifted oddly at my blunt tone.
    

    
      So what.
    

    
      In this situation, speaking politely would make me a saint, wouldn’t it?
    

    
      “……Care for a drink?”
    

    
      I shook my head.
    

    
      I could barely breathe the air here, let alone swallow water. 
    

    
      I was starting to miss that hellhole of an Academy.
    

    
      “Let’s get to the point and wrap this up.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “Why did you want to see me?”
    

    
      On another note, I maintained a condescending attitude toward him.
    

    
      First impressions matter.
    

    
      Even if it’s just bravado, leaving a strong impression ensures that, whether they admit it or not, they’ll instinctively recall it every time they speak.
    

    
      And the advantages of this influence were significant.
    

    
      It could give me a better position to negotiate in future dealings.
    

    
      It also let me gauge how he viewed us thieves, which would make planning future moves easier.
    

    
      “……I heard you’re the master of Shadow.”
    

    
      Of course, he was displeased with my attitude.
    

    
      “Did my subordinate tell you?”
    

    
      “He did.”
    

    
      “That’s right. Given the difficulty of the request and the nature of the matter, I’m personally handling it. How’s Bishop Cristiano doing?”
    

    
      At the sudden mention of the bishop’s name, he flinched and nodded.
    

    
      “Oh. O-of course. The bishop is still grateful for your help with his concerns the other day.”
    

    
      “Grateful, huh. Thanks to that, we’re sitting here now.”
    

    
      “Haha! True enough. Well said.”
    

    
      “I should pay him a visit sometime.”
    

    
      “He’d be delighted. Ahem.”
    

    
      He let out an awkward laugh, his eyes darting between his narrow brows.
    

    
      Right now, his mind was probably steaming with calculations about how deep my connection with the bishop ran.
    

    
      Once he seemed to finish his mental math, the cleric spoke.
    

    
      The displeasure on his face had vanished cleanly.
    

    
      “Let me formally introduce myself. I am Guartes, a cleric of the Darkness Council.”
    

    
      He flipped back the hood he’d been wearing.
    

    
      Probably trying to show some courtesy. 
    

    
      But as a result, the concentrated stench of his hair hit me full in the face.
    

    
      Caught off guard by the surprise attack, I adjusted my mask to defend myself.
    

    
      “If I may, could you show me your face, Master?”
    

    
      He was asking me to take off my mask.
    

    
      For a brief moment, I wondered if this was an assassination attempt.
    

    
      “……A thief never shows their face to anyone but their brothers. Naturally, even the bishop has never seen mine.”
    

    
      “Oh. I see. I nearly committed a faux pas.”
    

    
      Oblivious to the many faux pas he’d already committed, Guartes grinned and spoke again.
    

    
      “The reason I requested to meet you, Master, is because I have a question for you.”
    

    
      The main point.
    

    
      What could it be?
    

    
      I ran through a few possibilities in my head.
    

    
      As expected, the most likely was something related to the thief uproar.
    

    
      But.
    

    
      The question that came out of his mouth was completely outside my expectations.
    

    
      “Have you ever heard of an adventurers’ guild called Bandarok?”
    

    
      A forgotten name resurfaced.
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      For a moment, my heart jolted as if it had malfunctioned.
    

    
      That’s how shocked I was. 
    

    
      To think that the name Bandarok would pop up here, now.
    

    
      “…Bandarok?”
    

    
      “Ah. Yes.”
    

    
      “Of course, I know about them.”
    

    
      “Hehe. Of course, you would. I phrased my question poorly. In fact, though you may or may not know, Bandarok is affiliated with our cult.”
    

    
      As he said this, Guartes cautiously gauged my reaction.
    

    
      Seeing no change in my expression, he nodded as if he had expected as much.
    

    
      “As expected. You knew this too.”
    

    
      “Information is power to us. Anyway, stop beating around the bush and get to the point. Why are you bringing up Bandarok to me now?”
    

    
      At my question, Guartes wiped the smile from his face.
    

    
      His expression turned noticeably serious.
    

    
      “Bandarok’s master, Narsi. He made a request. A few days ago, one of his items was stolen, and it’s caused a significant setback to the cult’s plans.”
    

    
      As expected, this was about the elixir, ‘Fierce Conviction.’
    

    
      For now, I played dumb and clicked my tongue.
    

    
      “That’s unfortunate.”
    

    
      “So, here’s the thing. Just as you retrieved the bishop’s holy relic, could you possibly help the master recover that item?”
    

    
      “No. I can’t.”
    

    
      After all, it had already been absorbed into my body, and the rest had long since been flushed out as piss.
    

    
      How could I retrieve that?
    

    
      Of course, saying that outright would spark a war with Bandarok on the spot, so I gave a different excuse.
    

    
      “Currently, Shadow doesn’t take on any requests other than the cult’s Academy operation. You know that, don’t you? It’s a contract clause set by the cult itself.”
    

    
      “I understand completely. But given the circumstances, there’s been a lot of talk within the cult.”
    

    
      A side job?
    

    
      I shrugged, and a small crease formed between Guartes’s brows.
    

    
      “Then, if you can’t recover the item, could you at least track down the thief’s identity? The cult is in a difficult position.”
    

    
      “You’re making me repeat myself. I said Shadow only takes requests related to the Academy operation.”
    

    
      “Sigh. I didn’t want to bring this up, but some within the cult are even suspecting the master as the thief.”
    

    
      What, really?
    

    
      Damn. Then I’d better get on it right away.
    

    
      Did you think I’d say that?
    

    
      Suddenly, I leaned in close to Guartes’s face, locked eyes with him, and gave a sly smile.
    

    
      “So. What do you want me to do about it?”
    

    
      “…!”
    

    
      “I don’t know what you’re trying to pull, but did you call me here just to throw around threats like this?”
    

    
      Guartes’s expression turned icy cold.
    

    
      But he quickly softened his demeanor and waved his hands dismissively.
    

    
      “No, no, that’s not it at all. What I meant was…”
    

    
      “If I’m the thief? Are you going to turn Shadow into an enemy? Or if I’m not the thief? What then? What about the Academy operation afterward? Is there another organization that can replace Shadow?”
    

    
      That’s right.
    

    
      This is why I can act so confident.
    

    
      Our credibility with the Beltus Cult is practically unmatched.
    

    
      Sure, there are factions within the cult that oppose us.
    

    
      But after perfectly executing the last two requests, we’ve silenced even their criticisms. 
    

    
      Finding another organization with the skill and reputation to replace us now is next to impossible.
    

    
      And no one knows this better than the messenger standing before me, Guartes.
    

    
      Guartes grimaced and let out a low groan.
    

    
      “Ugh. Please, don’t misunderstand. Most of the higher-ups, including myself, hold Shadow in high regard.”
    

    
      Of course. I know that.
    

    
      That’s why I, with nothing to my name, can act this bold.
    

    
      “I’m only saying this because I hope the relationship between the cult and Shadow continues for a long, long time.”
    

    
      As Guartes hurriedly strung together his excuses, a person I’d forgotten about suddenly flashed into my mind.
    

    
      “…But. Since the cult is a valuable client, it wouldn’t be right to completely ignore you.”
    

    
      At my words, Guartes’s expression gradually brightened.
    

    
      “That means…!”
    

    
      “You know about the thief who’s been causing a stir at the Academy recently, right?”
    

    
      Instead of answering, Guartes’s eyes widened.
    

    
      ‘Wasn’t that you?’ his expression seemed to ask.
    

    
      “I’ll say it again: we don’t break contracts. Anything outside of cult-related requests has nothing to do with us. Naturally, the recent thief uproar at the Academy isn’t our doing either.”
    

    
      “Huh. I see.”
    

    
      “But a few days ago, while working, I clashed with a suspicious guy. He was after Might of the Giant.”
    

    
      I then spun a suitably embellished story about the thief and shared it with Guartes.
    

    
      When the story was over, Guartes’s face was thoroughly crumpled.
    

    
      “…Such a thing.”
    

    
      “Yeah. At first, I thought he was a thief hired by the cult from another region.”
    

    
      “What? Absolutely not. That would be a breach of contract.”
    

    
      “Exactly. So, I think this guy is behind both the Academy thief fiasco and Narsi’s incident. Of course, I’m not certain.”
    

    
      “No, from what you’ve said, I’m convinced it’s him.”
    

    
      He seemed to believe my fabrication without a shred of doubt, his eyes glinting with murderous intent.
    

    
      Was this the result of all the trust we’d painstakingly built up?
    

    
      A sense of pride made me smile involuntarily.
    

    
      So, is the conversation over?
    

    
      I’m tired of looking at this guy’s face.
    

    
      “Is that all?”
    

    
      “Ah. No, there’s one last thing. I need to convey the next request.”
    

    
      Ugh. Tell that to Luis.
    

    
      “As it happens, the request I was to deliver today is related to this thief incident. It arose because of it.”
    

    
      “Oh?”
    

    
      “Yes. But it’s something you’ll need to handle as quickly as possible.”
    

    
      As quickly as possible?
    

    
      That sounds ominous.
    

    
      But strangely, the unease feels… good.
    

    
      Living in constant tension must have fried the frontal lobe that handles my emotions.
    

    
      “You must know Ged, the librarian at the Vault.”
    

    
      I do.
    

    
      He’s the one locked up in my place right now.
    

    
      And around this time, I instinctively knew what the request was.
    

    
      “Rescue Ged.”
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Ged was a far more important spy for the Beltus Cult than one might expect.
    

    
      His sole mission from the cult was simple.
    

    
      To transcribe the Secret Tomes in the Vault and deliver them to the cult.
    

    
      But the transcriptions didn’t just contain information about the Secret Tomes.
    

    
      The methods to counter Visions.
    

    
      That was the real crux.
    

    
      A former Vision researcher, Ged was an expert in Visions. 
    

    
      His personal flaw? An insatiable greed for money.
    

    
      To someone like him, the Vault was nothing short of a treasure trove for making cash.
    

    
      As a librarian, he began trading transcriptions of Visions and their countermeasures with the cult.
    

    
      In the main storyline, this becomes a significant weakness for the Empire in the latter half, but how could Ged possibly know that?
    

    
      Looking solely at this incident, the fact that Ged was caught earlier in this world’s timeline could be seen as rather hopeful for the Empire.
    

    
      But that’s a miscalculation.
    

    
      Ged holds one more critical piece of information.
    

    
      ‘The counter to Frey Royal Swordsmanship.’
    

    
      How many other Vision counters had been handed over was, frankly, irrelevant.
    

    
      This counter to the Royal Swordsmanship—used by all the Empire’s knights and as the primary swordsmanship for seventy percent of them—was more critical than any other Vision counter.
    

    
      The cunning Ged knew this better than anyone.
    

    
      That’s why he didn’t immediately hand over the Royal Swordsmanship counter to the cult.
    

    
      He hid it somewhere.
    

    
      His insurance policy.
    

    
      And now, that insurance was proving its worth in this very situation.
    

    
      “Rescue Ged.”
    

    
      More precisely, ‘Find the counter to the Royal Swordsmanship that he’s hidden,’ but the cult, not fully trusting me, only asked for Ged’s rescue.
    

    
      My choice was obviously to refuse.
    

    
      Why?
    

    
      If the counter to the Royal Swordsmanship falls into the cult’s hands, the outcome of the war in the latter half is as clear as day.
    

    
      If the cult wins that war, the continent falls into the hands of demons.
    

    
      A future that must be prevented at all costs.
    

    
      But I don’t have a valid reason to refuse.
    

    
      Damn it. 
    

    
      All that talk about contracts and clauses earlier has now become a perfect blunder against me.
    

    
      What should I do?
    

    
      I tapped my fingers on the table.
    

    
      For now, I had no choice but to accept the request.
    

    
      The problem was what came next.
    

    
      Rescue Ged first, then take him to the mountains and push him off a cliff?
    

    
      Or pretend to rescue him but take him to the Central Knights’ headquarters instead?
    

    
      Several methods came to mind, but they all led to one outcome.
    

    
      Mission failure.
    

    
      The trust we’d worked so hard to build with the cult would crumble again.
    

    
      Then Guartes’s voice pierced my ears.
    

    
      “Of course, the reward will be generous. 20 gold.”
    

    
      20 gold is ten million won in real-world money.
    

    
      “…And, given the tight deadline and the sudden nature of this urgent request, we’ll offer 30 gold.”
    

    
      No.
    

    
      Fifteen million won.
    

    
      Fifteen million won for a single request.
    

    
      That makes the request even harder to pass up.
    

    
      Rescuing Ged while still securing the reward.
    

    
      Is there some revolutionary, selfish method that benefits only me?
    

    
      As I pondered, a bolt of lightning struck my mind.
    

    
      There is.
    

    
      A way to succeed in the request without rescuing Ged.
    

    
      It sounds like nonsense, but as the plan vaguely took shape and I examined it, it was nonsense that made sense.
    

    
      Plus, if I played my cards right, I could even gain favor with the Academy…
    

    
      “What do you think?”
    

    
      Guartes’s timely question prompted me to nod.
    

    
      “35 gold.”
    

    
      Guartes blinked dumbly and asked again.
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      “35 gold.”
    

    
      “No, 30 gold is already generous.”
    

    
      “I’ll finish it within 48 hours.”
    

    
      “Hm. In that case, fine. 35 gold.”
    

    
      “But there’s a condition.”
    

    
      “…Isn’t it usually the other way around? Shouldn’t we be the ones setting conditions?”
    

    
      I ignored him and stated my terms.
    

    
      “Ged is likely in the underground facility of the Research Building at the heart of the campus. The only place in the Academy suitable for holding a villain is the underground containment room of the Villain Behavior Research Lab in the Research Building. Naturally, that place has a high level of security among the facilities.”
    

    
      A glint of admiration briefly flashed in Guartes’s eyes as he looked at me.
    

    
      It seemed my ability to pinpoint Ged’s location immediately upon hearing the request made me look like a professional in his eyes.
    

    
      “Impressive! You grasp the Academy’s situation as if it’s the back of your hand?”
    

    
      “The issue is the current campus atmosphere. That place is already hard to infiltrate, and the recent thief incident has heightened security even further. Combat will be unavoidable.”
    

    
      “Then your condition is…”
    

    
      “Right. As you know, I’m a thief. Combat isn’t my forte. I need escorts to handle the fighting for me.”
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      Guartes stroked his chin with a serious expression.
    

    
      A stark contrast to his earlier willingness to raise the reward.
    

    
      But soon enough, he readily agreed to my condition.
    

    
      “I can assign about two people.”
    

    
      “Their skill level?”
    

    
      “Both are top-notch, each capable of handling three guards single-handedly.”
    

    
      That was perfect.
    

    
      “But, Master, isn’t this more of a request than a condition?”
    

    
      I ignored him again.
    

    
      “The operation is tomorrow. Before sunrise tomorrow morning, bring Ged here.”
    

    
      “Excellent. Then where and when should I send the fighters?”
    

    
      I told him the planned location and time, then parted ways.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      The next day passed in a whirlwind.
    

    
      I barely paid attention to lectures. 
    

    
      The professor, a cult affiliate, was droning on about something, but none of it registered.
    

    
      So I sat through the lecture.
    

    
      And, oddly, I spent time coaching Yuria, who was seeking me out more than before, on her swordsmanship.
    

    
      “How was it? Did I improve a lot from yesterday?”
    

    
      “Yeah. Amazing.”
    

    
      “Put some soul into it, senior.”
    

    
      “Yeah. Amazing, amazing.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      My mind was entirely consumed with thoughts of tonight’s operation.
    

    
      Infiltrating the Research Building where Ged was held wasn’t much of an issue.
    

    
      I already knew everything: the internal layout, the positions of security posts, the patrol routes of the guards, and the side paths for a quick escape in an emergency. 
    

    
      I’d gathered all this information when I worked on the artifact, ‘Might of the Giant.’ And now, it was proving useful again.
    

    
      The variable was the two escorts Guartes would send.
    

    
      Who were they? And how skilled were they? The difficulty of this operation hinged on that.
    

    
      If they were weaker than me, no problem.
    

    
      But if they were stronger… honestly, that would complicate things.
    

    
      Because the final act of my plan involved me fighting and defeating both of them alone.
    

    
      As Cadet Gerard, not as a thief.
    

    
      Well, I figured, ‘They’re probably around Guartes’s level, cleric-class at best.’
    

    
      “That should be enough.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “You just said ‘enough.’ Enough of what? What’s enough?”
    

    
      I was so lost in thought I forgot Yuria was next to me.
    

    
      “Oh, that? Obviously, your achievement in high-speed swordsmanship just now. It was good. You’ve been practicing a lot, haven’t you?”
    

    
      Yuria’s lips pursed at my torrent of praise.
    

    
      “Liar.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      Strange.
    

    
      Like with Luis before, does my face give me away when I lie?
    

    
      “Just kidding.”
    

    
      “Oh, come on.”
    

    
      A soft chuckle escaped her lips.
    

    
      “Actually, I’ve been coming out every night for early morning training.”
    

    
      “At night?”
    

    
      “Yeah. So I’m glad you noticed.”
    

    
      Yuria looked up at me with sparkling eyes. 
    

    
      Was it guilt? The moment our eyes met, I instinctively turned my head to the side.
    

    
      “And also, I might catch the thief, you know?”
    

    
      Her sudden words made me look back at her.
    

    
      What’s this about?
    

    
      “The thief?”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      “You don’t mean the Vault incident?”
    

    
      Nod, nod.
    

    
      “It’s a big deal among the cadets right now. They’re all talking about catching the thief to earn extra points.”
    

    
      Come to think of it, the cadets still didn’t know that Ged had been caught as the culprit behind the Vault incident.
    

    
      The Academy’s leadership hadn’t disclosed that fact.
    

    
      For the cadets—especially the freshmen who’d just entered the Academy, full of ambition—this was a golden opportunity to make a name for themselves.
    

    
      “You too?”
    

    
      “Training comes first.”
    

    
      But she didn’t outright deny it.
    

    
      Ugh, my head.
    

    
      The incident at the Cemetery suddenly came to mind, but I hoped it was just needless worry.
    

    
      No way.
    

    
      “Skip it today.”
    

    
      “What? Why!”
    

    
      “Aren’t you going to learn magic? If a healthy body is the condition for a great swordsman, a clear mind is the condition for a great mage. If you want to learn magic, you need to manage your sleep strictly from now on.”
    

    
      Yuria opened her mouth to protest, but I quickly added,
    

    
      “And you look exhausted. Look at this. Your face is already showing it.”
    

    
      “R-Really?”
    

    
      “Yeah. You haven’t looked in a mirror, have you? You’ve got dark circles here. Your skin’s getting dull too.”
    

    
      “No way! Don’t look!”
    

    
      Yuria frantically covered her face with both arms.
    

    
      But my relentless fingers wouldn’t let her escape.
    

    
      “Wow, what’s this? The skin around your eyes is already folding? A bit longer, and you’ll get wrinkles.”
    

    
      “No way! My skin’s great.”
    

    
      “Sure, I’ll give you that. But how long do you think that firmness will last?”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “Look at my face. It’s totally worn out. This is all because I failed at sleep management.”
    

    
      Yuria parted her fingers slightly and peeked at me through the gap. 
    

    
      I drove the point home.
    

    
      “You could end up like me in just two years.”
    

    
      Her eyes widened.
    

    
      Apparently, becoming like me was the last thing she wanted, and she quickly relented.
    

    
      “Fine. Okay.”
    

    
      What’s this? I convinced her, but I feel oddly disappointed.
    

    
      “Ahem. Anyway, Yuria, I’ll make a night training schedule for your timetable, so follow that from now on.”
    

    
      “So I won’t age?”
    

    
      “…Yeah. I’m speaking from experience.”
    

    
      “Okay.”
    

    
      Before we knew it, we’d arrived in front of the dormitory building.
    

    
      When I stopped walking, Yuria looked at me with a hint of reluctance.
    

    
      “Go in.”
    

    
      “Okay.”
    

    
      “And I said clearly: go straight to bed tonight.”
    

    
      “…Yeees.”
    

    
      I watched Yuria trudge off, then returned to my own dormitory.
    

    
      “The cadets might get involved, huh…”
    

    
      It was new information, but it didn’t matter.
    

    
      Nothing changed.
    

    
      The plan stayed the same.
    

    
      After one final review, I checked my equipment.
    

    
      Soon, the appointed time arrived.
    

    
      Leaving the Academy, I headed to the meeting point to rendezvous with the escorts sent by the cult.
    

    

  
    Chapter 34: Chapter 34

    
      Chapter 34: Ged’s Rescue Operation in Crisis (1)
    

    
      The streets of Icata were shrouded in deep darkness.
    

    
      Meanwhile, the inn ‘Sunlight of the South Plaza’ was so old it wouldn’t be surprising if it collapsed at any moment.
    

    
      The roof tiles and patches of the walls bore the unmistakable marks of time. 
    

    
      Naturally, it attracted few travelers, and the surroundings always exuded a tranquil atmosphere.
    

    
      All the lights in the inn’s rooms were extinguished.
    

    
      Except for one.
    

    
      A faint candlelight flickered. 
    

    
      A single shadow swayed within its glow.
    

    
      I landed right in front of it.
    

    
      Tap!
    

    
      Though only one shadow was visible through the window, I sensed two presences inside.
    

    
      When I knocked on the window three times, it creaked open with a 
      screech
      .
    

    
      “Oh my. I didn’t expect you to come through the window.”
    

    
      The one who opened it was a woman wearing a cat mask.
    

    
      Yes. 
    

    
      A woman.
    

    
      Surprisingly, the voice that emerged from behind the mask was high-pitched, unmistakably feminine.
    

    
      But… where had I heard that nasal tone before?
    

    
      “Well, I suppose for your kind, this is more like a door, isn’t it? What are you doing? Planning to hang there forever?”
    

    
      At her words, I stepped onto the windowsill and entered the room. 
    

    
      Immediately, two pairs of eyes shot toward my face.
    

    
      The cat mask and leaning slantwise against the wall was someone wearing a wolf mask.
    

    
      Both were dressed in black outfits suitable for nocturnal activities. 
    

    
      Hanging at their waists were dark blades—black swords, weapons I was all too familiar with.
    

    
      Black swords were primarily used by the followers of the Darkness Council, one of the five sects of the Beltus Cult.
    

    
      Well, I had expected as much.
    

    
      The Darkness Council was the assassination group among the cult’s five sects, specializing in physical prowess and martial techniques. 
    

    
      They were the most suitable operatives for this mission.
    

    
      “So, what’s the plan? Guartes, that pervert, said we just need to follow your orders.”
    

    
      It was the cat-masked woman’s question.
    

    
      Though masked, her provocative eyes, red lips, and the seductive charm radiating from her sly smile were unconcealed.
    

    
      “Before I explain the plan, I’d like to verify your skills.”
    

    
      At my words, she let out a scoff, as if finding it absurd.
    

    
      “Our skills are obviously top-notch. So don’t bother with your presumptuous checks and just tell us the plan.”
    

    
      “No. As the leader of this operation, I need to confirm your capabilities.”
    

    
      Her already narrow eyes narrowed further.
    

    
      “I don’t like this.”
    

    
      Then it happened.
    

    
      Her eyes briefly flicked toward the wolf-masked figure beside her before returning to their original position. 
    

    
      What did that glance mean?
    

    
      Was she gauging the wolf mask’s intentions?
    

    
      It seemed so. 
    

    
      The cat mask gave a subtle nod.
    

    
      “Fine. I’ll humor your request. So, how do you want to verify? Should I snatch that tacky skull mask off your face?”
    

    
      Hmm. 
    

    
      That’d be a good method.
    

    
      But it’d be too difficult for you.
    

    
      I pulled a piece of iron from my pocket and placed it upright on the table.
    

    
      “Cut this.”
    

    
      “What’s that? Just steel-cutting?”
    

    
      The cat mask sneered, as if unimpressed.
    

    
      Steel-cutting.
    

    
      The ability to infuse aura into a weapon—essentially, an aura sword—was the most effective way to test such skill. 
    

    
      It was a fundamental technique required to graduate from a knight academy.
    

    
      Of course, it wasn’t something achievable with mediocre swordsmanship.
    

    
      But these two were far from mediocre.
    

    
      “Too easy, isn’t it?”
    

    
      Confidently, she drew her sword and sliced through the iron piece in one swift motion.
    

    
      Slash!
    

    
      The iron piece toppled from the impact.
    

    
      Upon closer inspection, it was perfectly split into two on the table.
    

    
      “Done?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      I turned to the wolf mask, signaling it was their turn.
    

    
      Truth be told, I wasn’t really curious about the cat mask.
    

    
      It was the wolf mask, standing there posing all high and mighty, that intrigued me.
    

    
      From what I’d observed, the wolf mask didn’t seem to be on the same level as Guartes or the cat mask.
    

    
      The aura they exuded, the cautious demeanor of the cat mask—it all pointed to something more.
    

    
      They couldn’t possibly be higher than a cleric, could they?
    

    
      As I reached for another piece of iron, it happened.
    

    
      Swish…
    

    
      A light breeze accompanied a single line drawn across my vision.
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      By the time I snapped back to reality, the flash had vanished.
    

    
      Then, a 
      clink
       sounded. 
    

    
      It came from the wolf mask’s waist.
    

    
      They remained leaning against the wall, unchanged from their initial posture.
    

    
      But the situation on the table was different.
    

    
      The iron piece, previously lying horizontally, was slightly misaligned.
    

    
      When I nudged it, the change became clear.
    

    
      The iron piece, already split in two, had been divided again.
    

    
      Four pieces of iron.
    

    
      The astonishing part was that the cut pieces were sliced as thinly as cheese.
    

    
      Incredible precision and a swift blade.
    

    
      In that moment, I was certain.
    

    
      This one was no mere cleric.
    

    
      A high cleric.
    

    
      To think a high cleric would come as a mere operative.
    

    
      Honestly, was this even fair? I was a bit dumbfounded.
    

    
      No, seriously, a high cleric was overkill.
    

    
      What about my plan then?
    

    
      What should I do?
    

    
      As I racked my brain, the most troubling part was the final phase of the operation, where I’d have to face them.
    

    
      Had I grown enough to defeat a high cleric?
    

    
      As I ran simulations in my head, the cat mask’s teasing voice interrupted.
    

    
      “Pfft. Look at you, completely zoned out.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “So, how’s our skill? Top-tier, right? Snap out of it and say something.”
    

    
      I broke from my thoughts and nodded.
    

    
      “Fine. You’re good enough.”
    

    
      The cat mask smirked, her lips curling upward.
    

    
      “Now it’s your turn. Let’s hear this grand plan of yours.”
    

    
      Soon, the three of us sat around the table, facing each other.
    

    
      I began the briefing.
    

    
      I started with the overall layout of the forest, then pointed out every tree in detail, adding precise instructions.
    

    
      Which routes to infiltrate, where the traps were, which sections required extra caution.
    

    
      How to deal with those areas, how to prepare for contingencies, and finally, how to escape.
    

    
      When the explanation concluded, the cat mask’s gaze toward me was slightly different from before.
    

    
      “Well, okay. The plan’s pretty solid. If there’s a flaw, it’s that there’s not much for us to do.”
    

    
      “You never know. Nothing’s 100% certain. We need to account for variables.”
    

    
      “Excluding those variables, are you saying all the info you gave is solid?”
    

    
      “Of course.”
    

    
      I nodded confidently.
    

    
      Back when I played 
      Heroes of Frey
      , the [Yurdo’s Escape Prevention] episode was one of my favorites, and the main stage for that episode was the Academy’s research wing, where we were about to infiltrate.
    

    
      So, as long as you don’t mess up, nothing will go wrong.
    

    
      “If you doubt my intel, you can leave now.”
    

    
      “Who said that?”
    

    
      The cat mask shrugged, still wearing her seductive smile.
    

    
      “One last thing. No, this isn’t a request—it’s a directive, a code of conduct for completing the mission.”
    

    
      Both clerucs turned their eyes to me.
    

    
      “First code: Trust me. Second code: Follow my orders. And the final, third code.”
    

    
      I paused for a beat, then spoke with clearer conviction.
    

    
      “No matter what happens, trust me unconditionally and follow my orders.”
    

    
      “...!”
    

    
      “Any questions?”
    

    
      As if waiting, the cat mask fired a question.
    

    
      “I don’t care much for your orders. We’re here strictly for combat support. But what about sudden situations—like an ambush? What then?”
    

    
      “No different. Follow my orders.”
    

    
      “But combat’s our specialty, not yours. What if you’re wrong and we’re right? Then what?”
    

    
      I smiled for the first time since arriving.
    

    
      Because I knew this rebuttal was coming.
    

    
      “I assure you, that will never happen. No matter what paths you see in there, my eyes will always be looking farther and higher than yours.”
    

    
      “...!”
    

    
      “So, during the operation, no matter what unfolds, follow my orders without fail. Oh, and I almost forgot—due to time constraints, I’ll only say things once from now on.”
    

    
      In short:
    

    
      “No arguments, no questions—just shut up and follow.”
    

    
      The wolf mask, who’d been as emotionless as a robot, muttered with feeling for the first time.
    

    
      “Looking forward to it, heh.”
    

    
      I locked eyes with them.
    

    
      “No questions from you?”
    

    
      “None. Heh.”
    

    
      “Me neither.”
    

    
      One hour later.
    

    
      We left the inn and scaled the Academy’s outer wall.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      It was a pitch-black forest, untouched by moonlight.
    

    
      Three figures darted through the darkness.
    

    
      Gerard and two Darkness Council clerics.
    

    
      After entering the Academy grounds, they ran in silence.
    

    
      At some point, the scenery began to change.
    

    
      From dense greenery to manicured flowerbeds, lawns, paved brick paths, corridors, and the silhouettes of buildings rising higher than the trees.
    

    
      “Stop.”
    

    
      Gerard, running at the lead, raised his hand.
    

    
      “From here, we’re in the cadets’ activity zone. We might encounter cadets training, so no running—move quietly and swiftly.”
    

    
      It wasn’t just cadets.
    

    
      Thanks to Peter from the arena, Gerard already knew that security had been heavily tightened due to the Vault theft incident. 
    

    
      Patrols included not just guards but professors as well.
    

    
      Encountering a professor-led patrol would be the worst-case scenario.
    

    
      It was also what Gerard feared most.
    

    
      Fortunately, they reached the research wing without crossing paths with any patrols.
    

    
      “Listen while moving. As I emphasized at the inn, there are five key points to watch for in this operation. The first hurdle is the guard post at the research wing’s entrance.”
    

    
      The research wing was a specially secured secret area within the Academy. 
    

    
      Guard posts were stationed at regular intervals.
    

    
      A surrounding fence, magical resonances illuminating the area brightly.
    

    
      The sight of guards patrolling in formation resembled a war fortress.
    

    
      But even that ironclad place had blind spots.
    

    
      How far had they moved?
    

    
      Gerard raised his fist again.
    

    
      He extended his arm horizontally, pointing a single finger upright—a prearranged signal that they’d reached the designated point and should move into formation.
    

    
      As if choreographed, the three split in opposite directions.
    

    
      Gerard and the wolf mask went left together.
    

    
      The cat mask went right alone.
    

    
      Rustle!
    

    
      Parting the bushes revealed the fence surrounding the research wing and its entrance.
    

    
      Beyond the entrance were buildings that appeared to be research facilities, blocked by a towering guard post.
    

    
      So, they couldn’t break through immediately and hid in the bushes to wait.
    

    
      Until the guards in the post were relieved by the next shift.
    

    
      The brief moment when the guards changed shifts.
    

    
      That short window was the only blind spot in the research wing.
    

    
      It was fleeting, but the guards’ vigilance temporarily weakened during that time.
    

    
      And there was one more thing.
    

    
      Besides the main path for personnel and the side passage for guards, there was another small route.
    

    
      A narrow gap between the fence and the school buildings.
    

    
      It was a cramped, overgrown path, difficult to navigate. But for someone agile and small, it was passable.
    

    
      That was where the cat-masked cleric would infiltrate.
    

    
      ‘There it is. The doghole that thief mentioned.’
    

    
      It was so well-hidden that no one would find it without knowing.
    

    
      As she eyed the path, a sound came from the distance.
    

    
      Clank—Clank—
    

    
      Three figures approached along the outer wall.
    

    
      Wearing orange armor, they opened the side gate in the wire fence and headed toward the guard post.
    

    
      Unaware of the three figures hiding in the bushes they’d just passed.
    

    
      As they ascended to the post, murmurs came from the guard post.
    

    
      At Gerard’s signal, they sprang from the bushes.
    

    
      Thud!
    

    
      Gerard reached the wire fence first and pulled the side gate.
    

    
      It wasn’t locked—consideration for the returning shift.
    

    
      A mistake born of convenience. 
    

    
      Thanks to that careless error, Gerard slipped through the side passage into the compound.
    

    
      The wolf mask followed like a ghost.
    

    
      Swish…
    

    
      By then, the guard shift was complete, and the relieved guards were descending.
    

    
      Just before crossing paths with the guards in the side passage, the two barely passed through and hid between the buildings.
    

    
      It was a close call.
    

    
      This was why Gerard had split the infiltration routes.
    

    
      The time was too tight for two people to pass, let alone three—more would delay entry and raise the risk of detection.
    

    
      The side passage was also a bad place to evade if spotted by guards.
    

    
      In contrast, the narrow path the cleric was taking was unknown to the guards.
    

    
      It didn’t require rushing like the side passage and was safer.
    

    
      Of course,
    

    
      Crack—!
    

    
      That was under the condition of making no noise.
    

    
      If an unnatural sound broke the night’s silence, the situation could change in an instant.
    

    
      “...!”
    

    
      At the sound shattering the quiet, Gerard and the wolf mask’s heads snapped sideways.
    

    
      The first thing they saw was a broken twig.
    

    
      And the shoe stepping on it.
    

    
      The shoe’s owner was the cleric, just emerging from the narrow path.
    

    
      At that moment.
    

    
      “Hey, what’s wrong?”
    

    
      “Didn’t you hear something from behind just now?”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      The guards exiting the side passage stopped in unison.
    

    
      “Really? I didn’t hear anything. You sure you didn’t imagine it?”
    

    
      “Did I? Should we just head back?”
    

    
      At the guard’s question, the squad leader shook his head.
    

    
      “No way. Not in times like these. Go check it out.”
    

    
      Inside the cat mask, the cleric’s blue eyes trembled as if struck by an earthquake.
    

    
      Clank—
    

    
      The guards’ footsteps grew closer. 
    

    
      Her heart pounded harder, her breathing quickened.
    

    
      There was nowhere to hide.
    

    
      Even if she retreated to the narrow path, at their pace, detection was inevitable.
    

    
      She racked her brain, but only one conclusion emerged.
    

    
      ‘...I have no choice but to fight. Tch.’
    

    
      Having made her decision, she bit her lip.
    

    
      Crouching in the shadow of the bushes, she gripped the handle of her black sword tightly.
    

    
      Two guards and one squad leader.
    

    
      It’d be chaotic, but she could handle them alone.
    

    
      ‘But…’
    

    
      The whistle hanging around the squad leader’s neck.
    

    
      Even she couldn’t stop that whistle from sounding. 
    

    
      The Academy would learn of intruders.
    

    
      ‘Then I’ll have to be the bait…’
    

    
      Draw as much attention as possible.
    

    
      In that gap, the other two could infiltrate and rescue Ged.
    

    
      That was the best option now.
    

    
      Her eyes gleamed with resolve.
    

    
      She turned toward her comrades to convey her intent.
    

    
      But at that moment.
    

    
      A voice echoed in her mind.
    

    
      [What did I say earlier?]
    

    
      She looked at the voice’s owner.
    

    
      The thief.
    

    
      [The final code of conduct: No matter what happens, trust me unconditionally and follow my orders.]
    

    
      A clear, emotionless gaze.
    

    
      Yet, meeting it, her heart, strangely, began to calm.
    

    
      [Get down. Hide your presence as much as possible and hold your breath.]
    

    
      At the same time, a small breeze passed over her head.
    

    

  
    Chapter 35: Chapter 35

    
      Chapter 35: Ged's Rescue Operation in Crisis (2)
    

    
      The guard who crossed the path approached the corner where the sound had come from, hand resting on the hilt of his sword, ready for any situation.
    

    
      But the anticipated situation never arose.
    

    
      Chirrup──!
    

    
      With a small chirp, what darted out from the corner was a tiny mountain bird.
    

    
      The bird stared blankly at the guard for a moment before spreading its wings and flying off in the opposite direction.
    

    
      The tense guards exchanged glances and let out wry chuckles.
    

    
      “Pfft. Got all worked up for nothing.”
    

    
      “No kidding.”
    

    
      “Hey! What’s going on?”
    

    
      “Oh! It’s nothing, sir! Just a bird!”
    

    
      “What? A bird?”
    

    
      “Yes! Must be the warmer weather—lots of mountain birds around! Though, I’ve never seen one like that before.”
    

    
      “Tch! If it’s so interesting, go catch it or something! Want me to wait here?”
    

    
      “Ahem! No, sir. Let’s head back.”
    

    
      Watching the departing guards, the cleric let out a sigh of relief.
    

    
      “Ah.”
    

    
      As if struck by a sudden thought, she lifted her head.
    

    
      But the thief was already gone from his spot.
    

    
      The thief had already slipped inside the Research Wing. 
    

    
      She pursed her lips.
    

    
      “Show-off.”
    

    
      Just then.
    

    
      Muttering to herself, she suddenly flinched.
    

    
      A pair of eyes was watching her from the darkness.
    

    
      Eyes with whites visible all around—sabaek-an (Four-White Eyes).
    

    
      Eyes devoid of any trace of emotion, like those of a dead person. 
    

    
      She hurriedly bowed her head.
    

    
      “Sorry…”
    

    
      But before she could finish, the wolf-masked figure turned away. 
    

    
      At the same time, the sharp killing intent that had gripped her throat vanished as if washed away.
    

    
      She let out the breath she’d been holding.
    

    
      “Phew.”
    

    
      He was a member of the same Darkness Council.
    

    
      Originally a cleric like her, he had risen to high cleric in record time after killing numerous enemy knights, including Lance Rockwell of the West. 
    

    
      That man was the wolf-masked figure.
    

    
      His gruesome act of returning to the cult with the heads of those knights stuffed in a sack was already a infamous tale within the Darkness Council.
    

    
      Thus, his nickname: the Head Collector.
    

    
      Facing him, one couldn’t help but feel an itch at the nape of the neck, as if all the blood in their body was drying up. It wasn’t just imagination.
    

    
      ‘Really. Thank goodness he’s on our side.’
    

    
      Shaking her head, she hurriedly followed the two.
    

    
      Inside the Research Wing they infiltrated.
    

    
      There were checkpoints and patrolling guards here and there, but no moment as tense as before occurred.
    

    
      Because Gerard led the way.
    

    
      Stop when he said stop, hide when he said hide, move when he said move.
    

    
      The two clerics followed Gerard’s instructions, passing several research labs until they reached a building made of red bricks.
    

    
      ‘Villain Behavior Research Institute’
    

    
      This was where Ged was held.
    

    
      He was in the underground isolation cell beneath this very building. 
    

    
      Close enough that a loud shout might reach him.
    

    
      But they knew well that many obstacles remained before they could reach Ged’s cell.
    

    
      Especially since, as Gerard had emphasized, they had only cleared one of the five critical points.
    

    
      They circled the building and entered through a research lab’s window.
    

    
      Click!
    

    
      Gerard, the last to enter, closed the window and immediately scanned the outside. 
    

    
      The cat-masked figure couldn’t help but be impressed by his meticulousness.
    

    
      “Looks like the enemy hasn’t noticed we’re here.”
    

    
      “So, can we talk casually now?”
    

    
      “Don’t let your guard down. We’re just getting started.”
    

    
      He continued.
    

    
      “In case you forgot, let me explain briefly. The Villain Behavior Research Institute is where they bring villains from prisons to use as research subjects. The researchers here extract everything—visions, habits, tendencies, behaviors—and turn it into data. The process can look a lot like torture.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “That’s why this place is rigged with magic arrays and traps. Not to stop intruders, but to prevent the research subjects from escaping. And…”
    

    
      Gerard pointed toward the door.
    

    
      “Right now, two engineering puppets are waiting for us to step out into that corridor.”
    

    
      Engineering puppets.
    

    
      The second obstacle.
    

    
      Engineering puppets were magitech devices powered by mana stone batteries, specialized for close combat. 
    

    
      Their combat strength was roughly equivalent to taking on two guards single-handedly.
    

    
      However, they had critical weaknesses: predictable movements, passive thinking, and clear vulnerabilities.
    

    
      Still, the biggest reason the Research Wing used these puppets instead of human guards for security was ‘confidentiality.’
    

    
      “Finally, our turn to shine?”
    

    
      The cat-masked figure, as if waiting for this moment, drew her black sword and stood by the door.
    

    
      “The moment we open the door, you need to strike the mana stone of the engineering puppet.”
    

    
      “Got it.”
    

    
      “No mistakes this time.”
    

    
      “I said I got it! Stop worrying.”
    

    
      Snapping back, she glared at Gerard.
    

    
      “I appreciate the help earlier, but don’t cross the line. My skills are better than you think…”
    

    
      “I’m opening it.”
    

    
      Before she could finish, Gerard flung the door open.
    

    
      A powerful gust swept through the research lab. 
    

    
      It was the aftermath of the two figures darting into the corridor like arrows.
    

    
      Ziiing──
    

    
      The engineering puppet, belatedly detecting movement, turned toward them, but by then, the black swords they swung had already sliced through the puppet’s mana stone.
    

    
      Slash!
    

    
      The mana stone crumbled into dust.
    

    
      The puppets, losing power, twitched once before shutting down completely.
    

    
      “If you open the door that suddenly…”
    

    
      The cleric started to snap, but Gerard and the wolf-masked figure were already heading downstairs. 
    

    
      Biting her lip, she hurriedly followed.
    

    
      The staircase to the basement was no ordinary place either.
    

    
      The third obstacle.
    

    
      The walls and steps were littered with dangerous trap mechanisms.
    

    
      But Gerard navigated them as if he knew exactly where each trap would spring, dodging them effortlessly.
    

    
      The cleric, sticking close behind Gerard, couldn’t stop her eyes from sparkling.
    

    
      This was impossible without knowing the building’s layout like the back of one’s hand.
    

    
      ‘This guy. Has he been here before or something?’
    

    
      Of course, it was just a thought.
    

    
      There was no way he’d been here.
    

    
      More likely, he had obtained and memorized the building’s internal map beforehand. 
    

    
      Even that was impressive enough. 
    

    
      It was proof of his exceptional intelligence-gathering skills.
    

    
      ‘No wonder he was so confident at the inn.’
    

    
      But the surprises didn’t end there.
    

    
      “Stop.”
    

    
      Gerard suddenly raised his hand.
    

    
      Before them, after descending the staircase, stretched a straight corridor.
    

    
      She asked.
    

    
      “The fourth obstacle?”
    

    
      “Correct.”
    

    
      At first glance, it looked like an ordinary corridor. 
    

    
      The floor was made of identical square tiles.
    

    
      But what if some of those tiles hid magic arrays like landmines? 
    

    
      Then it was no longer an ordinary corridor.
    

    
      Stepping on one would trigger a loud alarm and a red glow.
    

    
      Then, the entire building, from the basement to the fourth floor, would be sealed with reinforced doors, locking down completely.
    

    
      It was a system designed to turn the entire institute into a prison to prevent the escape of research subjects.
    

    
      There was no way to tell which of the countless tiles would trigger the magic array.
    

    
      “They didn’t brief us on this part.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “So, what’s the plan?”
    

    
      At her question, Gerard silently pulled something from his pocket.
    

    
      A pouch filled with fluorescent powder.
    

    
      Gerard opened the pouch, pinched some powder, and sprinkled it on the tile directly in front of him.
    

    
      Swish…
    

    
      Then, something astonishing happened.
    

    
      Just as water sprinkled on dirt gets absorbed, the fluorescent powder’s glow was sucked into the tile.
    

    
      At the sight, the cleric couldn’t help but part her lips slightly.
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      Gerard pinched more powder and sprinkled it on the tile next to it.
    

    
      Was it luck?
    

    
      The powder on the second tile retained its glow. 
    

    
      Confirming this, Gerard stepped onto the tile.
    

    
      No alarm sounded.
    

    
      ‘That’s incredible.’
    

    
      She was genuinely impressed.
    

    
      It had been less than half a day since they started working together at the inn.
    

    
      Yet, in that short time, her perception of Gerard was gradually changing.
    

    
      Truth be told, she hadn’t liked Gerard.
    

    
      Because he had dug into her background, she had faced reprimands from both the cult and the Darkness Council for a while.
    

    
      Yes.
    

    
      Her true identity was Rachel, disguised as a freshman cadet.
    

    
      But now?
    

    
      Far from disliking him, she was curious.
    

    
      How far did his abilities extend?
    

    
      And what were the limits of the intelligence that underpinned those abilities?
    

    
      ‘They said Shadow fell ten years ago…’
    

    
      The Shadow before her didn’t seem to have fallen at all—it seemed stronger than ever.
    

    
      ‘…Could this person pull off 
      that
       too?’
    

    
      As Rachel secretly schemed, they crossed the corridor, and a steel door appeared before them.
    

    
      Below a sign reading [Protective Isolation], a warning read: ‘Entry Strictly Prohibited Except for Authorized Personnel.’
    

    
      As expected of a magitech-managed research institute, the door was controlled by an automatic recognition lock. 
    

    
      Standing before it, Gerard used the thievery skill [Disassemble].
    

    
      Click!
    

    
      The tightly sealed door to the protective isolation cell opened with surprising ease.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      “Heh heh! I knew it! The cult would never abandon me!”
    

    
      The moment he saw me, he burst into a wide grin and shouted.
    

    
      A man with greed plastered across both cheeks.
    

    
      This was Ged.
    

    
      “I thought my neck would snap waiting for you!”
    

    
      I wanted to ask, ‘Is there even a neck to snap under all that fat?’ But more than that, I wanted to tell him to shut up. His voice was too loud.
    

    
      “Come on. Hurry up and free me!”
    

    
      “Lower your voice first.”
    

    
      Approaching the iron bars where Ged was confined, I examined the lock.
    

    
      It was an automatic lock made of magic arrays.
    

    
      Like the steel door I just opened, it was designed to respond only to a specific identification marker.
    

    
      So, I used the lesser thievery skill [Disassemble] again.
    

    
      The mechanism was simple.
    

    
      Such systems were typically composed of several magic arrays—sealing, preservation, recognition, mana supply, repetition, activation—interwoven together, with a power source at the core to sustain the arrays.
    

    
      Find it, burn it, and it’s done.
    

    
      The explanation was simple, but it required focus, the ability to read arrays, and precise mana control. Without those, it wasn’t even worth attempting.
    

    
      “What, what’s that?”
    

    
      As smoke suddenly rose from the lock, Ged, trapped inside, started making a fuss.
    

    
      “What are you doing! If you break it, I’ll be stuck here forev—”
    

    
      Click!
    

    
      “…I’m free.”
    

    
      Ged blinked at me.
    

    
      “What was that?”
    

    
      Ignoring him, I entered the cell and unlocked the handcuffs binding his wrists. 
    

    
      They were ordinary cuffs, easily opened with [Telekinesis].
    

    
      “What were those visions? Even I, a vision researcher, have never heard of them.”
    

    
      “None of your business.”
    

    
      Ignoring Ged’s lingering gaze, I spoke to the wolf-masked figure.
    

    
      “Now it’s your turn to work.”
    

    
      He nodded silently and approached Ged.
    

    
      Then, he hoisted Ged onto his back.
    

    
      “Wha—? Hey, you! What are you doing! Put me down! Put me down!”
    

    
      Ged flailed.
    

    
      The wolf-masked figure complied immediately.
    

    
      Thud. 
    

    
      Ged crashed to the floor, sprawling out.
    

    
      “Ugh. You bastard… I said put me down, not drop me like—”
    

    
      Ged locked eyes with the wolf-masked figure and clamped his mouth shut.
    

    
      After that, he obediently let himself be carried.
    

    
      Even while being carried, he kept his mouth shut, his face pale.
    

    
      He looked like he’d seen a ghost.
    

    
      Anyway.
    

    
      “Let’s move.”
    

    
      We quickly left the protective isolation cell.
    

    
      As during the infiltration, I took the lead.
    

    
      In the middle was the wolf-masked figure carrying Ged, with the cat-masked figure bringing up the rear.
    

    
      We passed through the corridor lit by fluorescent powder and climbed the staircase rigged with traps.
    

    
      Glancing back, I saw the two clerics focused intently on my movements.
    

    
      So, I slowly began to channel my mana.
    

    
      It was time to execute the plan I’d prepared.
    

    
      [Telekinesis]
    

    
      As I clenched my fist, I felt a presence in my grasp, as if I were holding it directly.
    

    
      Rough yet thin, it was Ged’s arm—or more precisely, his sleeve.
    

    
      I grabbed it and yanked hard to the left.
    

    
      At the same time, a startled voice erupted from behind.
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      Turning my head, I saw the wolf-masked figure stopped in his tracks, the cat-masked figure’s lips agape in shock.
    

    
      And Ged, his hand outstretched, bracing against the wall.
    

    
      “N-No, I didn’t do this on purpose… My arm just…”
    

    
      But Ged couldn’t finish.
    

    
      A spear shot out from the wall, piercing straight through the cat-masked figure’s forehead.
    

    
      Crack!
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      Tuk, something fell to the floor.
    

    
      It was a cat mask, split into two pieces.
    

    
      Above it, golden hair, shimmering in the light, fell onto the mask.
    

    
      She stood there, trembling, eyes wide open.
    

    
      It was a close call.
    

    
      If the dagger I threw hadn’t struck the spear and altered its course, it wouldn’t have been the mask that split—it would’ve been her forehead.
    

    
      Thanks to that, I could see the face hidden behind the mask.
    

    
      As expected. The face I had anticipated.
    

    
      Rachel.
    

    
      “Th-thank you…”
    

    
      Rachel, snapping back to her senses, looked at me, but my next words forced her to dive to the side in a hurry.
    

    
      “Get out of the way!”
    

    
      Cha-cha-chang!
    

    
      A barrage of spears shot up in succession.
    

    
      From the ceiling, the floor—no, from all directions, spears surged irregularly.
    

    
      At the same time, the entire building shook violently.
    

    
      The trap had triggered the building’s lockdown system.
    

    
      Kurrr…
    

    
      The entire corridor was bathed in a crimson glow.
    

    
      A deafening alarm blared, pounding against my eardrums.
    

    
      Wiiiiing──!
    

    
      Right in front of us was the exit.
    

    
      A reinforced door, visibly thick, was descending, sealing off the escape route.
    

    
      So, I shouted quickly.
    

    
      “Everyone, run!”
    

    
      The two clerics, dodging the onslaught of spears, frantically sprinted toward me.
    

    
      Confirming their approach, I slid under the descending reinforced door.
    

    
      I had to hold it up.
    

    
      I needed to buy time until the two clerics could make it through.
    

    
      Triggering the trap was part of the plan to alert the guards to our presence.
    

    
      We couldn’t get trapped here. 
    

    
      They all had to survive until the final act.
    

    
      Tuk!
    

    
      But the moment I propped up the reinforced door, I realized something was terribly, terribly wrong.
    

    
      No joke, why is this thing so heavy?
    

    
      This wasn’t part of the plan.
    

    
      “Damn… Shit!”
    

    
      With a burst of effort, I heaved the reinforced door upward. 
    

    
      Then, something flew toward me and embedded itself in the floor at my feet.
    

    
      It was the Black Sword.
    

    
      I glanced toward the direction it came from and saw Rachel looking at me, urgently mouthing something.
    

    
      “Use it to jam…!”
    

    
      The alarm was so loud I couldn’t hear her clearly. 
    

    
      But a fleeting exchange of glances was enough to convey her meaning. 
    

    
      I yanked the Black Sword out and drove it forcefully into the gap between the reinforced door and the wall.
    

    
      Kwajik!
    

    
      The descending door caught on the sword’s hilt, screeching to a halt.
    

    
      Kiiii──
    

    
      I quickly reached toward the stairs.
    

    
      “Now!”
    

    
      I grabbed someone’s hand. 
    

    
      With a strong pull, I threw them outside the door.
    

    
      I repeated this three times.
    

    
      What happened after that, I don’t quite know.
    

    
      All I remember is running like crazy.
    

    
      When I came to, we had somehow reached the research institute’s back courtyard, our initial entry point.
    

    
      “Haa! Haa!”
    

    
      Everyone was panting heavily.
    

    
      Even the stoic wolf-masked figure was no exception.
    

    
      But there was no time to rest.
    

    
      Kwa-kwa-kwa!
    

    
      A red glow shot up from the building.
    

    
      Weeeeeng!
    

    
      The alarm signaling intruders echoed.
    

    
      Guards were converging from all directions.
    

    
      This was all part of my plan.
    

    
      But I feigned urgency, speaking as desperately as I could.
    

    
      “Well, things have come to this.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “There’s no time to rest. We need to head to the escape route I told you about—now.”
    

    
      We immediately dove into the darkness.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Light erupted across the Academy grounds, shrouded in darkness.
    

    
      It wasn’t the actual sunrise. 
    

    
      It was merely the effect of the fires and lights rising from all directions.
    

    
      That’s how many lights had gathered, all converging on one place.
    

    
      Right here, the Research Wing.
    

    
      Tadak!
    

    
      Everywhere I looked, there was light.
    

    
      The lights were shouting.
    

    
      “Find them at all costs!”
    

    
      “They might be trapped inside the research institute! Search every inch!”
    

    
      And I shouted too.
    

    
      “I found them! Over here! Inside the research institute!”
    

    
      The nearby guards hurriedly gathered toward me.
    

    
      “Who are you?”
    

    
      “I’m Rayner from Team 3. Right now, Captain Kelvin is engaging the intruders!”
    

    
      “Captain 3? Damn! Where?”
    

    
      “First-floor corridor!”
    

    
      “We’ll head there immediately! You…”
    

    
      I cut them off.
    

    
      “I’ll spread the word to the other teams!”
    

    
      “Good! That’s a plan! Hurry!”
    

    
      “Yes, sir!”
    

    
      The guards rushed toward the location I indicated.
    

    
      Once they were completely out of sight, I gestured behind me. 
    

    
      The shadow of a tree rippled once, then spat out three figures.
    

    
      Rachel’s eyes sparkled as she looked at me.
    

    
      “That kind of acting could land you a role as an actor.”
    

    
      She pointed at my face.
    

    
      “When did you even prepare that face mask and Academy guard armor?”
    

    
      Where else? Our master of disguise, Luis, made them.
    

    
      Of course, that’s classified.
    

    
      “You don’t need to know.”
    

    
      Her lips pouted at my curt reply.
    

    
      Ignoring her, I pulled a thin piece of cloth from my pocket and handed it to her.
    

    
      “…?”
    

    
      “A mask. Isn’t it inconvenient to go around like that?”
    

    
      Having lost her cat mask, she was still bare-faced.
    

    
      “Ah…”
    

    
      Rachel stared at me for a moment, then silently covered her nose and mouth with the mask.
    

    
      “This area’s safe for now. Let’s move.”
    

    
      We passed through the Research Wing and reached the outer wall outpost we had initially infiltrated.
    

    
      This time, it was a frontal assault.
    

    
      There was no time to wait for the shift change.
    

    
      I spoke to the two clerics following me.
    

    
      “Don’t kill them. Just knock them out.”
    

    
      At my command, the wolf-masked figure stopped walking.
    

    
      They stared at me, tilting their head slightly.
    

    
      “Why? Killing them all is the fastest and cleanest way.”
    

    
      The question, delivered with unnerving innocence, left me momentarily speechless.
    

    
      At the same time, a chill ran down my spine.
    

    
      This bastard, seriously?
    

    
      But I suppressed the feeling and answered.
    

    
      “The third code of conduct. What was it?”
    

    
      The wolf-masked figure’s eyes rolled back and forth.
    

    
      Under the light, their eyes gleamed like glass marbles. 
    

    
      Like a corpse, they lacked the emotions one would expect from a human.
    

    
      Their gaze withdrew.
    

    
      The wolf-masked figure turned away.
    

    
      Whether that was agreement or defiance, I couldn’t tell.
    

    
      I got my answer soon enough.
    

    
      Rachel and the wolf-masked figure stormed into the outpost.
    

    
      The fight ended quickly, with only a few muffled groans. 
    

    
      Sensing something off, I immediately entered the outpost.
    

    
      What I saw was—
    

    
      Three pairs of eyes, heads severed, staring straight at me.
    

    
      The floor was drenched in blood.
    

    
      The headless bodies were strewn carelessly around.
    

    
      “I clearly said to subdue them, not kill them.”
    

    
      My teeth ground together involuntarily.
    

    
      I looked up, and Rachel turned her face away, avoiding my gaze.
    

    
      The wolf-masked figure… was licking the blood off their fingers. 
    

    
      Feeling my stare, they looked back at me.
    

    
      With those same hollow eyes.
    

    
      Then, with a childlike expression, they tilted their head.
    

    
      “…Aren’t we going? You said we’re short on time.”
    

    
      Strangely, seeing that doused the rage boiling inside me.
    

    
      And I felt a sense of relief.
    

    
      Thank you.
    

    
      For confirming you’re nothing more than a vile villain, no different from a beast.
    

    
      You’re someone I can kill without a shred of guilt.
    

    
      But later.
    

    
      Not now. The time hasn’t come yet.
    

    
      I have a clear goal, and for that goal, this bastard needs to stay alive for now.
    

    
      Killing them is a task for the cadet, for Gerard.
    

    
      And that moment isn’t far off.
    

    
      I led them toward the eastern gate area.
    

    
      No matter what, the eastern outer forest was the shortest route to Icata.
    

    
      But this area was also under heightened alert due to the recent Swamp Orc disturbances.
    

    
      If a situation arose, the standby forces would enter combat mode and block the path to Icata.
    

    
      And right now, that situation was unfolding.
    

    
      In other words, continuing like this meant we’d inevitably clash with the guards at least once.
    

    
      This was why I used [Telekinesis] to trigger the trap.
    

    
      By now, we should be running into them.
    

    
      Just as I thought that—
    

    
      “Stop right there!”
    

    
      A threatening shout came from ahead.
    

    
      As if I’d been waiting for it, I halted my run.
    

    
      The two clerics trailing close behind stopped as well.
    

    
      Ahead, two figures hidden in the forest’s shadows raised their weapons toward us.
    

    
      The guards I’d been expecting—
    

    
      “Looks like waiting here paid off.”
    

    
      …Or not?
    

    
      Their silhouettes felt oddly familiar.
    

    
      Now that I thought about it, the woman’s voice that first warned us to stop sounded eerily like 
      her
      .
    

    
      “We meet again, huh?”
    

    
      A set of pearly white teeth emerged from the shadows, curving into a smile.
    

    
      As the clouds parted, moonlight illuminated the clearing.
    

    
      Jebuk, jebuk.
    

    
      Seeing the two figures revealed in the moonlight, I couldn’t help but let out a dry laugh.
    

    
      Ha. Now I’m just…
    

    
      Speechless.
    

    
      “And you… you’re a thief?”
    

    
      The name of the woman crossing her arms with a haughty expression was Karina Zain.
    

    
      No matter how I thought about it, she and I were bound by some cruel twist of fate.
    

    
      “Hmph! Don’t even think about denying it. Those creepy eyes, that skull mask, and the crow-headed staff on your back—I remember them clearly.”
    

    
      I’d ditched the guard armor as soon as we escaped the Research Wing because it was cumbersome.
    

    
      If I’d known this would happen, I should’ve kept it on.
    

    
      “I can’t believe it. To think you were a thief…”
    

    
      Gwyn muttered, his face full of shock.
    

    
      No doubt, the two of them had teamed up again to catch the Vault thief.
    

    
      “Stop wallowing in sentiment, Gwyn. That’s their true face. A villain. The enemy we have to fight.”
    

    
      “You’re right, Karina.”
    

    
      Nodding, Gwyn raised his greatsword, his eyes burning with resolve.
    

    
      “Drop your weapons and surrender quietly. Otherwise, we’ll use force.”
    

    
      I sighed inwardly.
    

    
      They weren’t the guards I’d planned for, but it didn’t matter much.
    

    
      Their appearance wouldn’t derail the plan.
    

    
      It just…
    

    
      “Who are they? People you know?”
    

    
      Made things a bit more annoying.
    

    
      “No. Just someone I crossed paths with during a job.”
    

    
      “They’re first-year cadets.”
    

    
      At Rachel’s words, the wolf-masked figure’s eyes gleamed like a panther spotting prey.
    

    
      “Then let’s kill them quick!”
    

    
      No way.
    

    
      I shook my head firmly and said.
    

    
      “No. I’ll handle this. You two take Ged and get out. That’s your final task.”
    

    
      At that moment, the wolf-masked figure suddenly leaned in close to my face.
    

    
      The thick smell of blood hit me.
    

    
      “What are you scheming?
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “You’re weird. Something’s off. You said your combat skills were mediocre, didn’t you?”
    

    
      “I can at least distract them. The problem isn’t them—it’s what comes next. Their presence here means the area’s already being surrounded. We need to escape before it’s too late.”
    

    
      “A encirclement?”
    

    
      “Exactly. That’s why I’ll act as bait. Use that chance to get Ged out. It’s the only way.”
    

    
      For a moment, the wolf-masked figure’s eyes darted back and forth.
    

    
      They were clearly weighing the word “encirclement.” 
    

    
      Meanwhile, Karina and Gwyn watched the tension between us unfold.
    

    
      Either way, the longer this dragged on, the worse it was for us.
    

    
      “Hurry! If the encirclement fully forms, it’ll be too late. The mission could fail!”
    

    
      At the mention of mission failure, the wolf-masked figure reluctantly nodded.
    

    
      “Mission failure? No way. That can’t happen.”
    

    
      “Count to three in your head, then run full speed ahead. I’ll clear the way.”
    

    
      Immediately, I dashed forward.
    

    
      Karina and Gwyn braced themselves as they saw us coming.
    

    
      “Get ready, Karina! Stay behind me!”
    

    
      “Got it!”
    

    
      They seemed to have a strategy of their own. 
    

    
      They didn’t panic, quickly forming a formation.
    

    
      When I reached them, a sudden wave of heat crashed down from above.
    

    
      Karina’s specialty, a fireball.
    

    
      I veered sharply, dodging its range.
    

    
      Kwaaang!
    

    
      An explosion roared, and acrid smoke clouded the view ahead. 
    

    
      I quickly activated [Detection] to track Gwyn’s movements.
    

    
      His presence was right in front of me.
    

    
      Surprisingly, Gwyn wasn’t targeting the wolf-masked figure carrying Ged—he was coming for me.
    

    
      “Haaap!”
    

    
      A massive greatsword sliced through the smoke toward me.
    

    
      I dodged with a [Backstep] and assessed their strategy.
    

    
      There was no way these two would just let Ged and the clerics escape. 
    

    
      As expected, Karina’s magic didn’t follow, meaning this was a feint.
    

    
      With my conclusion made, I drew a dagger and threw it toward where I guessed Karina was.
    

    
      Shwaaak!
    

    
      The dagger cut through the dust and struck Karina’s staff just as she was about to complete her spell. 
    

    
      Clang! The spell array shattered into pieces.
    

    
      “Ah… Damn it…!”
    

    
      In the end, the two could only watch helplessly as Ged and the clerics slipped away.
    

    
      “You… you dare interfere again.”
    

    
      Karina glared at me, her eyes burning with fury.
    

    
      “Interfere again”?
    

    
      She couldn’t possibly be talking about when I saved her from the Ghost Knight’s sword.
    

    
      “I haven't liked you ever since you stole my Ghost Knight!”
    

    
      I was right.
    

    
      I knew she was shameless, but…
    

    
      This was on the level of a beast.
    

    
      Anyway, with things scattered like this, all that was left was the final act of the plan.
    

    
      Use [Phase Shift] to escape this place, then block their path as the cadet, Gerard.
    

    
      The real goal of my plan was to “find” the escaped Ged and claim the credit.
    

    
      The thief, Gerard’s role, ended here.
    

    
      Oh, but first…
    

    
      “I need to turn the beast in front of me into a human.”
    

    
      “…Beast? Are you talking about me!?”
    

    
      “A beast that speaks human words.”
    

    
      “You… Argh!”
    

    
      Furious, Karina stomped her foot and raised her staff. 
    

    
      Of course, I’m not kind enough to wait for her spell to complete.
    

    
      I spotted the dagger I’d thrown earlier, stuck in the ground behind her.
    

    
      “Watch out, Karina! Don’t let your guard down!”
    

    
      “I know! I’m already prepared for this guy’s skills…”
    

    
      Sorry, but even if you’re prepared, you can’t stop it.
    

    
      I activated [Dagger Shift].
    

    
      In an instant, I was staring at the back of Karina’s head.
    

    
      “Huh? Where’d he—!”
    

    
      “Behind you, Karina!”
    

    
      Too late.
    

    
      I drove my fist straight into her unprotected side.
    

    
      Baaak!
    

    
      A liver shot.
    

    
      It must’ve been her first time feeling such pain.
    

    
      Karina doubled over, her mouth agape.
    

    
      “Guhhh…”
    

    
      I crouched in front of her, unable to breathe properly.
    

    
      Her face, streaming with tears and drool, was quite a sight. 
    

    
      I almost wanted to take a picture to keep it forever.
    

    
      Then she grabbed at my pants, so I hit her again.
    

    
      “…Hurk.”
    

    
      “You monster!”
    

    
      I easily dodged Gwyn’s greatsword, swung too late.
    

    
      I’d already drawn Raven.
    

    
      In an instant, I completed a wind-based spell, [Gust], stirring up a fierce dust storm around us.
    

    
      “Tch, damn it!”
    

    
      Leaving Gwyn floundering in the dust, I gathered mana again and cast the next spell.
    

    
      I sensed Sylph’s presence nearby.
    

    
      Focusing on that bond, I activated [Phase Shift].
    

    
      Saaa──
    

    
      The sound of rustling grass brushed my ears.
    

    
      I was standing in a familiar clearing.
    

    
      This was a spot not far from the Herbology lecture hall.
    

    
      I sat on a rock and checked the time on my pocket watch.
    

    
      “Less than a minute.”
    

    
      Smirking, I removed the skull mask and slipped my fingers under my chin.
    

    
      The face mask, its chemical duration nearly expired, came off easily. 
    

    
      I stripped off the leather suit and pulled new clothes from [Subspace].
    

    
      A silk shirt and a tailored jacket bearing the Academy’s emblem.
    

    
      Finally, I swapped Raven for a longsword.
    

    
      From the thief, Shadow’s master.
    

    
      To the Academy cadet, Gerard.
    

    
      Having changed identities, I faced three figures emerging from the forest.
    

    
      Ged, Rachel, and the wolf-masked figure.
    

    
      I stood from the rock, gripping the sword’s hilt.
    

    
      Srung, the blade, drawn smoothly, gleamed in the moonlight.
    

    
      After a long wait, the final act of the stage was about to unfold.
    

    

  
    Chapter 37: Chapter 37

    
      Chapter 37 - Ged's Rescue Operation in Crisis (4) 
    

    
      They stopped dead in their tracks, staring at me standing on the rock.
    

    
      Especially Rachel, though masked, flinched visibly the moment she saw me. 
    

    
      Noticing this, the wolf-masked figure asked,“You. Know him?”
    

    
      Rachel whispered something fervently in response.
    

    
      I couldn’t hear it, but I could roughly guess the gist.
    

    
      ‘He’s been making some noise lately, but he’s a notorious failure, so no need to worry too much.’
    

    
      Something along those lines, probably.
    

    
      That would explain her reaction.
    

    
      “Perfect timing? I was just getting thirsty.”
    

    
      The wolf-masked figure dropped Ged, whom he’d been carrying, as if tossing him aside, and drew a black sword.
    

    
      “Need my help?” Rachel asked.
    

    
      “You kidding? Stay out of it. His neck’s mine.”
    

    
      The wolf-masked figure swaggered forward, swinging his unusually long arms.
    

    
      I waited for him quietly.
    

    
      ‘Head Collector, Cave’
    

    
      That was his identity.
    

    
      Of course, I hadn’t been certain from the start.
    

    
      I’d had my suspicions.
    

    
      But it was only after seeing the grotesque murders at the outpost—heads severed and stacked like a tower—that I was sure of who he was.
    

    
      Could I win?
    

    
      I didn’t feel like I’d lose, not at all.
    

    
      Cave was a high cleric of the Darkness Council, but he was also on the international villain wanted list issued by the Central Knights’ headquarters, marked as a ‘Slaughter’ grade villain.
    

    
      The Slaughter grade was just below World Enemy, a high-risk designation.
    

    
      This villain ranking could indicate strength, but in Cave’s case, it was more about his bizarre and gruesome murders than his actual skill.
    

    
      In other words, he was effectively a ‘Judgment’ grade villain.
    

    
      And I had a reason to kill him, no matter what.
    

    
      “You know what? You’re gonna die here.”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      At my words, Cave tilted his head to the side.
    

    
      His dull, fish-like eyes blinked, as if he had no clue what I meant.
    

    
      Then, in an instant.
    

    
      He vanished from my sight.
    

    
      Fwoosh──
    

    
      A black line grazed the tip of my nose.
    

    
      I managed to dodge thanks to my high agility and traits, [Instinct] and [Sharp Perception], but a big part of it was recalling his movements from the inn.
    

    
      As I straightened my bent waist, what appeared before me was a web of countless sword strikes.
    

    
      Instinct screamed: the moment I stepped back, I’d be trapped in that net.
    

    
      So I didn’t retreat. 
    

    
      I charged in.
    

    
      I swung my sword frantically against the whirlwind of slashes.
    

    
      Clang-clang-clang──!
    

    
      The Head Collector Cave from the original story I remembered was a fairly strong villain.
    

    
      His role was a mid-boss. 
    

    
      Fast movements, high attack power. 
    

    
      A single hit would chunk your health, making him quite threatening.
    

    
      But I never had to retry twice.
    

    
      Why? Because his patterns were simple.
    

    
      For someone like me, confident in my control, Cave was strong but not a difficult villain to clear.
    

    
      And now, facing his sword head-on, I understood why his patterns felt so straightforward.
    

    
      Cave was more specialized in assassination than direct, face-to-face combat.
    

    
      His black sword, brimming with murderous intent, slithered through my defenses, aiming only for vital points. 
    

    
      Like a snake’s head.
    

    
      Forehead, philtrum, heart.
    

    
      And the decisive moment was always the neck.
    

    
      As if driven by some obsession, he’d bypass other vitals and always aim for the neck in the end.
    

    
      That made his swift, rapid strikes easy to predict.
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      I could read the sword’s path clearly.
    

    
      Once I read the path, his blade, which had seemed only fast, became visible, and now I could even preemptively claim the space where it would land.
    

    
      I could predict where his sword would fly.
    

    
      I parried the predicted strikes and countered.
    

    
      Soon enough, my sword sliced through his side.
    

    
      Splatter!
    

    
      Blood sprayed, and Cave staggered back.
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      But that was it. 
    

    
      He charged again immediately.
    

    
      A dark aura rose like smoke, enveloping his sword.
    

    
      Aura Sword.
    

    
      His black sword grew insanely fast, and sharp, ferocious slashes came at my vitals in rapid succession.
    

    
      My eyes and hands grew busier. 
    

    
      I deflected each strike, but the sheer force pushed my body back uncontrollably.
    

    
      Yet, his black sword still couldn’t touch me.
    

    
      Cave kept tilting his head.
    

    
      “Hmm. Weird. Why’s there no blood on my sword?”
    

    
      At some point, he started muttering the same thing over and over.
    

    
      Chuckling like a madman in between.
    

    
      “Ehehehe! Why? Why? Why? Why’s there no blood on my sword?”
    

    
      His crazed demeanor stirred pity in me.
    

    
      He was so curious—wouldn’t it be humane to tell him?
    

    
      So, as I parried his incoming strike, I asked,
    

    
      “Wanna know?”
    

    
      Cave took the bait instantly.
    

    
      “Yeah! I wanna know! Tell me! Tell me!”
    

    
      “I told you clearly. At the inn.”
    

    
      “Huh? The inn?”
    

    
      In that moment.
    

    
      His dead-fish eyes, staring at me, held emotion for the first time.
    

    
      It was denial, born from facing an unbelievable reality.
    

    
      “No matter what path you’re looking at, I’ll be seeing something far beyond it.”
    

    
      And that denial quickly turned to shock and horror.
    

    
      Stab──
    

    
      Suddenly, his body trembled as if struck by lightning.
    

    
      The vibration traveled through the sword piercing his chest, up to my arm.
    

    
      “You…!”
    

    
      The wolf-masked figure opened his mouth as if to say something to me.
    

    
      But all that came out was red, frothy blood.
    

    
      In the end, Cave couldn’t finish his words and slumped forward.
    

    
      The key to victory was the mental shock of being outmaneuvered, followed by the muscle contraction it caused.
    

    
      That moment was brief but undeniably affected the fight, and I didn’t miss that fleeting opportunity.
    

    
      Thanks to that, I won far more easily than I’d expected.
    

    
      Cave died with his eyes wide open, as if he couldn’t accept it.
    

    
      A fitting end, I thought, as I turned to look for Rachel and Ged.
    

    
      The two who should’ve been there were gone.
    

    
      They must’ve fled the moment Cave fell.
    

    
      “Not that it matters.”
    

    
      I knew where they’d gone.
    

    
      I was the one who’d told them the escape route in the first place.
    

    
      I could see their escape path and where they’d be by now as clearly as the palm of my hand.
    

    
      They wouldn’t get far with Ged in tow anyway.
    

    
      It was a pointless struggle.
    

    
      I ran, using [Lightweight].
    

    
      It didn’t take long to hear sounds ahead.
    

    
      But what the hell.
    

    
      It was the sound of combat.
    

    
      “Haah!”
    

    
      “Yuria! Get back!”
    

    
      I thought I’d misheard.
    

    
      Yuria?
    

    
      I arrived at the scene and looked.
    

    
      Three figures were fighting fiercely.
    

    
      Rachel, masked.
    

    
      And her opponents… were actually Yuria and Ivan.
    

    
      “What’s this scene now?”
    

    
      I scratched my head.
    

    
      The first emotion I felt was betrayal.
    

    
      Seriously?
    

    
      She said she was sleeping.
    

    
      She said she’d crash as soon as she got back. 
    

    
      She was supposed to be snoring in her dorm room, so why was she here?
    

    
      Anyway, dealing with this situation came first.
    

    
      Just then, Yuria, mid-swing, locked eyes with me in midair.
    

    
      “S-Senior!?”
    

    
      Yuria, startled to see me.
    

    
      The seasoned Rachel didn’t miss the opening.
    

    
      “Watch out, Yuria!”
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      Rachel kicked Yuria, pushing her back.
    

    
      Then, with astonishing agility, she slipped out of the battlefield.
    

    
      “Oh.”
    

    
      The two hurriedly chased after her, but Rachel was already soaring through the air, leaping from branch to branch, moving away. 
    

    
      Her light movements and speed were enough to sap any will to pursue.
    

    
      “What, what the hell! Where’re you going?! Take me with you, you bitch!”
    

    
      Only Ged’s pitiful wails chased after her.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      The situation wrapped up when the guards arrived.
    

    
      Ged was bound and dragged away by the guards.
    

    
      He’d probably be taken straight to the Central Knights’ headquarters. 
    

    
      Even the cult wouldn’t be able to interfere there.
    

    
      Meanwhile, Ivan and Yuria were talking with two professors.
    

    
      One was Chaser Idna, the martial arts department advisor, and the other was Professor Bellbo, who taught [Basics of Interpersonal Combat].
    

    
      The professors’ faces as they looked at the two cadets were beaming.
    

    
      Watching them, I thought to myself.
    

    
      It wasn’t the ending I’d planned, but this wasn’t half bad.
    

    
      The professors were praising the two for capturing Ged.
    

    
      They occasionally burst into loud laughter, looking as thrilled as if they’d done it themselves.
    

    
      No matter what anyone said, Ged was the villain who’d thrown the Academy into chaos.
    

    
      Of course, the real culprit was someone else (namely me), but regardless, he was a key figure who’d smuggled the Secret Tomes, and that fact didn’t change.
    

    
      And they’d caught him trying to escape.
    

    
      Two freshmen, only two weeks into their enrollment.
    

    
      And those kids happened to be their own students.
    

    
      How could they not be overjoyed?
    

    
      Sure, Ged’s stats leaned toward intelligence rather than combat, making him an intellectual villain, but no one could deny that two-week-old freshmen catching a villain was unprecedented in Academy history.
    

    
      It was a tremendous achievement, and the Academy would surely reward them for it.
    

    
      Naturally, Merit Points would be awarded too.
    

    
      Maybe that’s why.
    

    
      For a villain infiltration, the atmosphere wasn’t bad at all.
    

    
      Well, except for Yuria stealing nervous glances at me.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      From the moment Gwyn and Karina showed up, I’d pieced together the situation.
    

    
      I’d give her a piece of my mind later, but for now, I’d quietly celebrate.
    

    
      Then it happened.
    

    
      A guard ran up from the distance and called out to Professor Chaser.
    

    
      “We found it, Advisor!”
    

    
      “Oh, really? Where?”
    

    
      “About one kilometer west of here, in the bushes! There’s a body dressed like the escaped villain. Cause of death is a sword wound to the chest, a long sword pierced cleanly through the heart…….”
    

    
      “Uh. West is where Senior Gerard came from…….”
    

    
      “……is the presumed cause.”
    

    
      The guard’s final words were barely audible.
    

    
      Silence fell.
    

    
      The guards and professors all looked at Yuria, who’d mumbled, then at me.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      My face burned.
    

    
      Among them, Advisor Chaser’s gaze stung the most.
    

    
      His slit-like eyes scanned my body.
    

    
      They lingered on my bloodstained clothes, my torn grip, and especially my longsword. 
    

    
      Then he walked toward me.
    

    
      “So it’s you? The infamous Gerard.”
    

    
      It was my first time meeting Professor Chaser.
    

    
      He hadn’t been at the assembly hall during the Swamp Orc incident.
    

    
      “I’ve heard a lot about you from Baron Tesda.”
    

    
      Curious, I asked,
    

    
      “What’d he say? About me?”
    

    
      Professor Chaser looked me straight in the eye and answered.
    

    
      “A guy who’d happily play with fire even in a field of oil.”
    

    
      That sounded exactly like something he’d say.
    

    
      “But. Seeing you now, I think I get what he meant.”
    

    
      He rubbed his chin, nodding a few times.
    

    
      Then, suddenly, he grinned and whispered,
    

    
      “You did it, didn’t you? That body.”
    

    

  
    Chapter 38: Chapter 38

    
      Chapter 38: The Start of Change (1)
    

    
      Two figures were passing through the damp sewer.
    

    
      A masked woman and a man so ugly that even the word "homely" felt like a compliment.
    

    
      Their names were Rachel and Guartes. 
    

    
      They were clerics of the Darkness Council and the Death Council, respectively.
    

    
      There was no conversation between the two clerics.
    

    
      Only heavy silence.
    

    
      The small sound of footsteps alone followed the darkness of the sewer.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      In truth, both were in a deeply uncomfortable state of mind.
    

    
      They had failed a mission they believed was certain to succeed.
    

    
      Guartes’s head was a tangle of thoughts about how to report this to their superiors, and Rachel, in her own way, was seething with anxiety about what would happen next.
    

    
      No.
    

    
      To be precise, she was afraid.
    

    
      Cave was dead, and the thief who had sacrificed himself for the mission was now in an unknown state, alive or dead.
    

    
      On top of that, they had failed to rescue Ged.
    

    
      Since she was the only one to return alive, she alone would bear the responsibility.
    

    
      Rachel felt the world go dark before her eyes.
    

    
      ‘But… there was no other choice….’
    

    
      If the Black Sword had been there, she could have easily defeated Ivan and Yuria.
    

    
      But the Black Sword was gone, and she had been in a situation where she had to carry Ged as well.
    

    
      ‘To make matters worse, even the Head Collector was defeated, and then Gerard showed up….’
    

    
      For her, “escape” had been the only option.
    

    
      In a way, given her primary mission of “infiltrating the Academy,” which was more important than rescuing Ged, it was the best choice she could have made.
    

    
      But would this excuse hold?
    

    
      “Stupid wench.”
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      Rachel’s brow furrowed fiercely at the sudden insult.
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “How could you botch a job this badly? Are all the Darkness Council’s people this useless?”
    

    
      “Shut your mouth, Guartes. Want to die without a trace?”
    

    
      “Hmph. Kill me? Me?”
    

    
      Guartes scanned Rachel’s tightly clad figure with lecherous eyes and smirked.
    

    
      “A wench who lost her sword is all talk.”
    

    
      “……!”
    

    
      “Can’t you read the situation? If the thief’s fate isn’t confirmed, it’s not me who’s dead—it’s you, you fool. Instead of thinking up excuses, you should be praying!”
    

    
      Tch, clicking his tongue, Guartes turned and opened the stone door in front of them.
    

    
      With a rumbling groan, the door opened, revealing a stone chamber about two pyeong in size.
    

    
      In the center of the chamber.
    

    
      A crystal orb the size of a human torso stood.
    

    
      Guartes approached the orb, placed his hand on it, and muttered.
    

    
      Then,
    

    
      Fwoosh──
    

    
      Flames sprang up from the candles on either side.
    

    
      One black, the other blue.
    

    
      The two clerics bowed toward the flames.
    

    
      “I greet the Bishop.”
    

    
      “I greet the Bishop.”
    

    
      Curiously, two distinct voices echoed softly in the chamber.
    

    
      [Report the results of the mission, Guartes.]
    

    
      [……Hold on.]
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      The black flame flared, growing in intensity.
    

    
      [Why are you there, Rachel? Where is Cave?]
    

    
      Rachel, singled out, flinched.
    

    
      By now, she had removed her mask, revealing her bare face.
    

    
      “Well….”
    

    
      When her story was finished.
    

    
      The air in the chamber was scorching with the heat emitted by the black flame. 
    

    
      The two clerics writhed in pain.
    

    
      “F-Forgive us…!”
    

    
      “No. Why me too… Aagh! It’s hot, it burns!”
    

    
      It was at that moment that the blue flame, which had been silent, flickered.
    

    
      [That’s enough, Lutus. Are you trying to kill them outright?]
    

    
      At once, the black heat that had engulfed the chamber dissipated.
    

    
      [Of course not.]
    

    
      [You held back well. Now, Guartes?]
    

    
      “Y-Yes! Bishop Cristiano!”
    

    
      [What of Shadow’s Master? What happened to him?]
    

    
      “W-Well….”
    

    
      Guartes, still prostrate, kept glancing at Rachel beside him.
    

    
      In truth, the survival of the thief was the next most critical matter after the mission’s outcome.
    

    
      At Guartes’s glare, Rachel answered.
    

    
      “Probably… he’s safely hiding somewhere.”
    

    
      [Indeed, considering his abilities, he’s not the sort to die so easily there.]
    

    
      Rachel nodded in agreement, almost unconsciously.
    

    
      But the black flame disagreed.
    

    
      [Fortunate? Die easily? Our Darkness Council lost a high cleric, and you dare speak so carelessly?]
    

    
      [Of course, Cave’s death is genuinely regrettable. But in the grand scheme of “destroying the Academy,” it’s a minor loss. For us, it’s far more fortunate that we didn’t lose Shadow’s Master.]
    

    
      [What did you say? You…]
    

    
      [Think coldly, Lutus. Cave is replaceable, but Shadow’s Master is not, is he?]
    

    
      […….]
    

    
      The black flame fell silent.
    

    
      The blue flame’s words were true.
    

    
      Cave was merely one of fifty high clerics.
    

    
      But finding a skilled and trustworthy thief was like plucking a star from the sky.
    

    
      And Shadow’s Master was no longer just a capable thief—he had become irreplaceable. 
    

    
      His reputation within the cult had spread beyond the Death Council and Darkness Council to the other three factions.
    

    
      [What about Ged? Has he completely slipped from our grasp?]
    

    
      “He’s been transferred to the Central Knights’ headquarters, so it seems….”
    

    
      [Damn it.]
    

    
      Then Guartes spoke up.
    

    
      “I-I have one question.”
    

    
      [What is it?]
    

    
      “If Shadow’s Master returns, what should we do about his payment?”
    

    
      The black flame flared up again.
    

    
      [The mission failed, and you talk of payment?]
    

    
      But once again, the two flames diverged.
    

    
      [Pay him.]
    

    
      [What? Cristiano!]
    

    
      [He fulfilled his role sufficiently. He even went beyond his abilities, sacrificing himself as bait to ensure the mission’s success.]
    

    
      [But the mission failed!]
    

    
      [Why?]
    

    
      [What?]
    

    
      [Why did it fail?]
    

    
      [That’s…]
    

    
      The black flame’s voice grew quieter.
    

    
      The reason for the failure was clear.
    

    
      Defeat in battle.
    

    
      And not to professors, but to mere cadets, who had taken Ged from them.
    

    
      That was the decisive factor in the mission’s failure.
    

    
      And the one who had provided the combat personnel was none other than Bishop Lutus, the incarnation of the black flame.
    

    
      [He requested operatives to compensate for the lack of combat strength. But what was the result? They lost the battle, and Ged was taken. They didn’t do their part. That’s our responsibility.]
    

    
      [Our responsibility? Really?]
    

    
      […….]
    

    
      [Haha! You cunning bastard, Cristiano. Just say it outright. It’s entirely the Darkness Council’s fault.]
    

    
      The blue flame said nothing.
    

    
      A heavy silence settled over the chamber. 
    

    
      It was a stifling stillness, incomparable to the earlier tension.
    

    
      How long did that silence last?
    

    
      The black flame let out a low chuckle.
    

    
      [……Heh. Fine. I’ll back off this time. But mark my words. If you keep favoring that man, one day he’ll try to climb over our heads.]
    

    
      With that, the black flame went out with a pop. 
    

    
      Guartes, who had been nervously watching, spoke hesitantly.
    

    
      “S-So, the payment….”
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      The lone blue flame illuminated one side.
    

    
      [What do you think, cleric Rachel?]
    

    
      Rachel’s eyes widened at the sudden address.
    

    
      “Me?”
    

    
      [Yes. You worked directly with Shadow’s Master, even briefly. I’m curious about your thoughts. Do you agree with my decision to pay him? And also.]
    

    
      The blue flame’s next question thundered in Rachel’s ears.
    

    
      [Did he seem like someone who knows his place?]
    

    
      “That’s….”
    

    
      Rachel lowered her head, biting her lip.
    

    
      She could feel it.
    

    
      Though the black flame was gone, Bishop Lutus’s presence still lingered, watching the room.
    

    
      If so, her answer was already decided.
    

    
      Just as Rachel, having gathered her thoughts, was about to speak.
    

    
      Her eyes caught the black cloth in her hand.
    

    
      It was the mask she had been wearing until moments ago.
    

    
      And the one he had given her.
    

    
      [Your answer?]
    

    
      Staring at it for a moment, she finally spoke softly.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Perhaps because of the commotion last night.
    

    
      The air at the Academy, as I woke up, felt different from usual.
    

    
      And so did I.
    

    
      Unlike usual, my heart was pounding with excitement. 
    

    
      I sprang up, splashed cold water on my face to wake up, and headed out for my morning routine.
    

    
      Tap! Tap!
    

    
      The steady sound of my breathing broke the quiet morning.
    

    
      How long had I been running?
    

    
      I saw two silhouettes approaching from the opposite direction.
    

    
      A soft, pleasant voice and giggles in between.
    

    
      The Academy emblem on their collars was red. 
    

    
      They were juniors from the 889th class.
    

    
      Then, at some point, their laughter stopped.
    

    
      They had seen me running toward them.
    

    
      “……!”
    

    
      What was it?
    

    
      This scene felt strangely familiar.
    

    
      A sense of déjà vu, though not a premonition or a dream.
    

    
      “Crazy. Isn’t that Gerard?”
    

    
      When those words pierced the quiet morning air and reached my ears, I remembered who they were.
    

    
      Oh. These were the girls I met the day before the Entrance Festival.
    

    
      Not just the people, but the place and situation were identical. 
    

    
      I recalled expecting a greeting only to be completely ignored.
    

    
      “Gerard?”
    

    
      “Yeah, yeah!”
    

    
      So this time, I just passed by.
    

    
      “Hello, Senior!”
    

    
      No, I tried to.
    

    
      Until they bowed toward me.
    

    
      “Me?”
    

    
      I stopped and pointed at myself, and they nodded vigorously, smiling brightly.
    

    
      “Yes! I’m Irina from the 889th class! Nice to meet you, Senior!”
    

    
      “I’m Sanya! What were you doing? Training?”
    

    
      “Uh? Yeah. As you can see.”
    

    
      “Got it! Keep it up!”
    

    
      “Fighting!”
    

    
      And with that, they left.
    

    
      I stood still, staring blankly at their retreating figures.
    

    
      I didn’t know what had just happened.
    

    
      In just two weeks, those girls had become completely different people.
    

    
      “Why are they acting friendly today?”
    

    
      It didn’t take long to find out why.
    

    
      I picked up a newspaper left on a bench, seemingly dropped by someone.
    

    
      The date showed it was today’s fresh daily.
    

    
      The headline on the front page was none other than──,
    

    
      The Ged escape incident from last night.
    

    
      As I scanned the article, I couldn’t believe my eyes.
    

    
      There was a huge photo of my face.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      And not just me.
    

    
      Next to it were Yuria and Ivan.
    

    
      The description of us was none other than the “Academy Trio,” who had caught the thief causing chaos at the Academy and defeated a villain.
    

    
      I didn’t know which reporter wrote it, but their naming sense was impressive.
    

    
      “The Trio? Seriously.”
    

    
      I knew the news would spread.
    

    
      But I didn’t expect it to spread this fast.
    

    
      Especially to be featured in “Royal Dream,” known as the Empire’s top news outlet, in less than a day.
    

    
      I had a rough guess who was behind it.
    

    
      “There must be a reporter at Royal Dream they know.”
    

    
      The meaningful smile of Professor Chaser from yesterday flashed in my mind.
    

    
      A smile crept onto my face.
    

    
      For someone like me, trying to shed the image of a failure, this was the greatest help I could ask for.
    

    
      Of course, I knew it was more for the Academy’s publicity than to help me.
    

    
      But that didn’t matter. 
    

    
      Good was good.
    

    
      In fact, I was so grateful for this unexpected help that I wanted to run over and kiss someone. I hoped they’d keep spreading my heroic tales.
    

    
      “It’s nice to see visible change, at least.”
    

    
      Two weeks had passed.
    

    
      And in those two weeks, the perception of the 889th class had changed.
    

    
      It was a reward. 
    

    
      The one I had waited for and anticipated more than anything, proof that my efforts hadn’t been in vain.
    

    
      A wave of pride surged through me, filling my chest.
    

    
      “Phew!”
    

    
      I stopped running and slumped against a tree trunk.
    

    
      I stayed like that for a while.
    

    
      Yet my racing heart, pounding like a runaway train, showed no signs of stopping.
    

    
      Beyond pride, a sense of anticipation welled up.
    

    
      I instinctively knew this wasn’t just about the juniors’ changed attitudes.
    

    
      Many things would probably change.
    

    
      The way people looked at me.
    

    
      No, the world around me.
    

    
      The warm sunlight began to fall on my face.
    

    
      Looking up, I saw a rosy dawn, like spilled paint, rising.
    

    
      As if heralding the arrival of a new day.
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      Chapter39: The Beginning of Change (2)
    

    
      [Congratulations. You’ve finally succeeded in gaining recognition at the Academy as planned.]
    

    
      I glanced at Luis, who was sweeping with a broom.
    

    
      Luis had initially strongly opposed my work stance when I first appeared at the Academy, but now he seemed to acknowledge my methods to some extent.
    

    
      A sense of pride swelled in my chest at this change.
    

    
      [You saw the Royal Dream?]
    

    
      [Yes. Honestly, you don’t even need to see it—anyone with ears would hear the talk. Especially on Royal Road.]
    

    
      Well, it’s probably a hot topic among the nobles right now.
    

    
      [But I’m still far from done. There’s more to achieve.]
    

    
      [I thought it was nearly impossible.]
    

    
      [Oh? And now it’s fine?]
    

    
      [It’s undeniable now. But I still think it’s harder to work this way compared to the traditional methods.]
    

    
      [Work is tough either way. The things you have to worry about are the same. More than that, the attitude of ensuring your identity isn’t exposed is what matters most.]
    

    
      As long as my identity remained hidden, the difficulty or danger of the work was something to consider later.
    

    
      Luis nodded from a distance.
    

    
      “Ughh. The weather’s nice!”
    

    
      I stretched and changed the subject.
    

    
      [So, what about the Cult? Did you get the payment?]
    

    
      [Yes. Exactly 35 gold.]
    

    
      [Oh? They paid without complaint?]
    

    
      [Yes.]
    

    
      That was unexpected.
    

    
      The rescue of Ged had ultimately failed, and the Cult had lost a valuable asset, a high cleric.
    

    
      I’d expected some dispute over the success or failure of the request, but according to Luis’s report, that wasn’t the case at all.
    

    
      [They seem to believe the failure was entirely their fault. You kept your promise to rescue Ged and even sacrificed yourself as bait. But in the end, didn’t they lose Ged due to a single “battle” defeat?]
    

    
      [Well, yeah.]
    

    
      [Since the escorts supporting the battle didn’t do their part, they considered the payment justified. In fact, they seemed more concerned about your safety than the request itself.]
    

    
      [Hm? Worried about me?]
    

    
      [Yes.]
    

    
      I barely suppressed a burst of laughter.
    

    
      [Looks like the Cult values me more than I thought.]
    

    
      [Of course. To them, you’re the “one and only” person who can carry out their schemes at the Academy.]
    

    
      [One and only, huh? Why the sudden flattery?]
    

    
      [Because it’s true.]
    

    
      Luis’s voice, resonating in my mind, was filled with pride in me.
    

    
      I scratched the back of my head, feeling oddly embarrassed.
    

    
      Anyway.
    

    
      If the Cult thinks so highly of me, that’s a huge win.
    

    
      The Cult sees me favorably, and my reputation at the Academy is gradually improving.
    

    
      Isn’t this the ideal setup I’ve always envisioned?
    

    
      If I can maintain this balance, I might even overcome the death flag at the end of the semester.
    

    
      Oh, but I won’t get cocky.
    

    
      I’d never thought that the death flag is the end.
    

    
      I’m still far from where I need to be.
    

    
      Thief and cadet.
    

    
      The Cult and the Academy.
    

    
      Until this precarious tightrope walk between these two forces ends, I need to build more trust and gain more recognition. 
    

    
      The saying “nothing beats being prepared” exists for a reason.
    

    
      [Thanks to this, we’ve gathered enough funds to set up on Royal Road. Considering the location, surroundings, and our finances, the pub in the corner of Block 4 seems like the best option for us right now.]
    

    
      Royal Road, huh.
    

    
      So that’s the final choice.
    

    
      Block 4 is a street frequented not only by nobles but also by well-off middle-class folks.
    

    
      [What’s the name of the place?]
    

    
       
    

    
      [I was thinking ‘Lunatic.’]
    

    
      [Lunatic, huh. Not bad.]
    

    
      It was temporary for now.
    

    
      Given a thief’s need to blend into crowds, having a base in the city center was necessary.
    

    
      [Then, I’ll see you at the next report.]
    

    
      [Alright.]
    

    
      There were no new requests.
    

    
      The sound of Luis’s footsteps faded as he walked away.
    

    
      I stayed seated for a bit longer before returning to the dormitory.
    

    
      Two days had passed since the failed Ged rescue operation.
    

    
      Perhaps due to the scale and unexpected nature of the incident, the cadets couldn’t stop talking about it whenever they gathered, and the professors were no different. 
    

    
      The main conference hall, as seen through Peter, was holding daily meetings on the topic.
    

    
      So, I waited quietly.
    

    
      For some kind of response from above.
    

    
      And the response I’d been waiting for came after lunch.
    

    
      [This is an announcement from the main building. Cadet Gerard of the 888th Class, Cadet Ivan of the 890th Class, and Cadet Yuria of the 890th Class. These three cadets are to report immediately to the Vice-Dean’s office on the fourth floor of the main building. Once again, Cadet Gerard of the 888th Class, Cadet Ivan of the 890th Class, and Cadet Yuria of the 890th Class, please report to the Vice-Dean’s office…]
    

    
      The moment I heard the announcement, I knew.
    

    
      This was a reward!
    

    
      There was no other reason to call the Academy Trio together.
    

    
      So, I bolted out of the cafeteria mid-meal and ran toward the main building.
    

    
      Wondering what kind of reward they’d give.
    

    
      Thud!
    

    
      In front of the Vice-Dean’s office.
    

    
      I was about to knock and enter when I ran into Ivan and Yuria coming up the stairs.
    

    
      “Senior.”
    

    
      “Hello, Senior.”
    

    
      “Huh? What’s this? You two came together?”
    

    
      “Our fourth period was [Beast Encyclopedia]. We were heading to class when we heard the announcement and came straight here.”
    

    
      I nodded casually at Ivan’s response.
    

    
      “Let’s go in.”
    

    
      I knocked twice and opened the door.
    

    
      Creak──
    

    
      The smell of paper and rich coffee filled my nose.
    

    
      The soft carpet cushioned my shoes, and then I felt four pairs of eyes on me.
    

    
      The Vice-Dean sat on the central sofa.
    

    
      On the right sofa were Pirion Lil, the Martial Arts Department Head, and Baron Tesda, the Student Affairs Officer.
    

    
      Across from them, Professor Chaser Idna, the Martial Arts Department advisor, sat waiting for us.
    

    
      “Hey, you’re here? Over here, sit here.”
    

    
      Chaser stood up quickly and offered us his spot on the sofa. 
    

    
      I greeted them and sat down.
    

    
      Naturally, I ended up facing Pirion, the department head. 
    

    
      His sharp gaze felt like it could pierce my forehead, so I turned my head. 
    

    
      Damn. 
    

    
      Wrong seat.
    

    
      I awkwardly shifted my gaze to the table.
    

    
      On it lay an open copy of Royal Dream, featuring an article about the villain intrusion incident.
    

    
      I could roughly guess what they’d been discussing before we arrived.
    

    
      Noticing my gaze, the Vice-Dean let out a hearty laugh.
    

    
      “Ha ha. It was a rare article that was fun to read. It really lifted my spirits. You three did a great thing. For the Academy, no less.”
    

    
      It wasn’t exactly for the Academy, but I nodded.
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      The Vice-Dean gave a light smile at my response.
    

    
      Then, out of nowhere, he asked,
    

    
      “Youth is a wonderful thing, isn’t it?”
    

    
      It wasn’t directed at us.
    

    
      Baron, who had been watching me fondly since we entered, answered.
    

    
      “Absolutely. It’s the youthful vigor and courage in their hearts that made this outcome possible.”
    

    
      “Vigor and courage, yes. Come to think of it, wasn’t there already a movement among the cadets to catch the Vault thief?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Splendid,” the Vice-Dean muttered, turning to Pirion.
    

    
      “You were in the 871st Class, right?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “And the Student Affairs Officer?”
    

    
      “I was in the 870th. Back then, the cadets were definitely less spirited than now.”
    

    
      The Vice-Dean’s expression turned nostalgic for a moment.
    

    
      “True. Things were peaceful back then.”
    

    
      Then he took a sip of coffee.
    

    
      We sat quietly, listening to their conversation.
    

    
      Why were they reminiscing about things that had nothing to do with us? 
    

    
      I racked my brain but couldn’t figure it out.
    

    
      “Don’t worry about your classes. I’ve already informed your professors. We won’t take much of your time.”
    

    
      This was directed at us again.
    

    
      “As you might have guessed, I called you here because I have something to tell you. First, I want to commend you again for handling this morning’s incident. You did exceptionally well, and I’m very proud. It’s because of spirited cadets like you that our Academy stands strong.”
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      “So.”
    

    
      He paused for a beat before continuing.
    

    
      “There will be an award ceremony. Have you ever heard of the Honorary Merit Medal?”
    

    
      I stared at the Vice-Dean, thinking I’d misheard.
    

    
      What?
    

    
      The Honorary Merit Medal?
    

    
      “Your reaction tells me you know it.”
    

    
      Guess I heard right.
    

    
      The Vice-Dean was smiling meaningfully.
    

    
      I suppressed my racing heart and managed to speak.
    

    
      “…I understand it’s a medal awarded by the Central Knights’ Headquarters to knights who have achieved great deeds.”
    

    
      “Correct. But Academy cadets can receive it too. If they do exceptionally well.”
    

    
      The Vice-Dean emphasized “exceptionally well.” We instinctively knew that “well” didn’t just mean personal effort.
    

    
      It required the right circumstances, timing, and a lot of luck.
    

    
      For a mere cadet to receive the Honorary Merit Medal, everything had to align perfectly.
    

    
      The Honorary Merit Medal was originally an honor bestowed upon knights who achieved heroic feats by defeating villains or beasts that threatened the world.
    

    
      Only then did I understand why they’d been talking about the “good old days.”
    

    
      The last time an Academy cadet, not a knight, received the Honorary Merit Medal from the Central Knights’ Headquarters was in the 871st Class.
    

    
      And that last recipient was none other than the department head before us, Pirion Lil.
    

    
      Even he, renowned as a swordsmanship genius, had received the medal during his third year.
    

    
      For a freshman cadet, not even two weeks into their training, to receive this award was unprecedented in Academy history.
    

    
      “I got a call from the Central Knights’ Headquarters early this morning. During the interrogation, Ged confessed all his hidden secrets and past crimes, and they were monumental—enough to shake the very foundations of the Empire. If you hadn’t stopped him, the Empire would have suffered immense damage in the near future.”
    

    
      The number of Secret Tomes Ged had leaked must have been substantial.
    

    
      Those tomes contained methods to counter Visions, including ways to neutralize Royal Swordsmanship, the backbone of the Empire’s knights.
    

    
      If that had been leaked, no one could predict the consequences.
    

    
      In the end, three Academy cadets had prevented that disaster, so from the Central Knights’ Headquarters’ perspective, the Honorary Merit Medal was a natural reward.
    

    
      “…Anyway, that’s what the Honorary Merit Medal is.”
    

    
      By now, the Vice-Dean had finished explaining the medal and was discussing its benefits, the Merit Points awarded, and the prize money.
    

    
      Baron supplemented his explanation as they wrapped up the conversation.
    

    
      Then came a knock.
    

    
      Knock knock.
    

    
      Someone entered.
    

    
      A burly man with a rough demeanor, looking like a bandit.
    

    
      Allen Desico, the Psychology Department Head.
    

    
      “You’re late, Department Head Allen.”
    

    
      “My apologies. I had some business.”
    

    
      Allen greeted only the Vice-Dean before scanning the room.
    

    
      Perhaps because it was filled with the Martial Arts Department he disliked, his expression soured before he even sat down.
    

    
      But when he saw my face, it got even worse. 
    

    
      His eyes were practically cursing me. 
    

    
      I hadn’t done anything wrong, so I gave a light nod, but—
    

    
      “Disgusting kid.”
    

    
      “?”
    

    
      Muttering, he sat next to Professor Chaser.
    

    
      I stared at him, dumbfounded, but Chaser shook his head, signaling me to let it go.
    

    
      “So, you’re giving them the Honorary Merit Medal?”
    

    
      “Correct.”
    

    
      “What? That’s absurd! It’s not like they killed a named beast. They just took down two measly villains, and you’re giving them the Honorary Merit Medal? One of them was just a scheming thug in the background!”
    

    
      Allen started complaining the moment he arrived.
    

    
      The Vice-Dean listened to his whining with a smile.
    

    
      “Absurd or not, the decision was made by the Central Knights’ Headquarters, not us. It’s good news for us.”
    

    
      “No, it’s utterly foolish. If you hand out awards like that, what does that make of those who received it before? Or those who will in the future? Typical brainless behavior.”
    

    
      Tsk tsk, Allen clicked his tongue and suddenly glared at Chaser.
    

    
      “What are you looking at? What, you're mad because I insulted your people?”
    

    
      “Huh? What?”
    

    
      “You were just glaring at me with those narrowed eyes.”
    

    
      “Haha. My eyes are just shaped like this.”
    

    
      As Chaser laughed it off, Allen was about to say more when—
    

    
      “Enough, Allen. The Vice-Dean was in the middle of explaining the Honorary Merit Medal.”
    

    
      Pirion, who had been silent, intervened.
    

    
      “If you’re just going to chatter, step outside.”
    

    
      Allen’s eyes widened as he stared at Pirion, as if he could bore a hole through his face with his gaze.
    

    
      But he soon relaxed.
    

    
      With a smirk, he bowed politely to the Vice-Dean.
    

    
      “My apologies, Vice-Dean. I came in late and misread the room.”
    

    
      “It’s not the first time. I’m used to it.”
    

    
      “…That’s harsh.”
    

    
      The Vice-Dean chuckled playfully and turned back to us.
    

    
      “Sorry about that. The conversation got sidetracked. To continue, our Academy grants cadets who receive awards the privilege of choosing a Vision. So, I’d like to ask, if you were to choose a Vision, which Secret Tome would you pick?”
    

    
      The question was for all three of us, but the Vice-Dean was looking straight at me.
    

    
      His wrinkled eyes sparkled with interest and curiosity.
    

    
      “No ulterior motive. Just an old man’s curiosity.”
    

    
      He said that, but…
    

    
      Really?
    

    
      A thought just occurred to me—the Vice-Dean might have been tipped off by the Dean about me. 
    

    
      Just a hunch.
    

    
      Maybe not.
    

    
      I had nothing to hide, so I answered casually.
    

    
      “I plan to take [Lion Sword].”
    

    
      [Lion Sword] is a relatively simple swordsmanship Vision with only two forms.
    

    
      But both are one-hit-kill strikes based on Aura, making it quite suitable for compensating for the shortcomings of Royal Swordsmanship, which lacks a decisive blow.
    

    
      “[Lion Sword], huh. It’s certainly an excellent swordsmanship to cover the weaknesses of Royal Swordsmanship. I respect your choice.”
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      “And you, Ivan?”
    

    
      “I’ll choose [Royal Swordsmanship: Latter Half].”
    

    
      It was practically a predetermined answer, so the Vice-Dean just smiled lightly and turned to the side.
    

    
      “And you…”
    

    
      Yuria, who had been silent, raised her head.
    

    
      Her eyes, staring at the Vice-Dean, sparkled like stars in the night sky.
    

    
      “Come to think of it, you’re tied to Gerard here through the Mentor System, right?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “That’s interesting. A mentor and mentee receiving the medal together. So, Yuria, which Vision do you plan to choose?”
    

    
      “Magic.”
    

    
      “Magic, huh. That’s a good choice… Wait, what did you say?”
    

    
      The Vice-Dean’s eyes widened in shock.
    

    
      “Magic?”
    

    
      He asked again, as if he’d misheard.
    

    
      And it wasn’t just him.
    

    
      The professors in the room—even the stoic Pirion—blinked at the bombshell she’d casually dropped.
    

    
      I, sitting next to her, was naturally stunned.
    

    
      What? Declaring that here, of all places?
    

    
      Without even discussing it with me!
    

    
      “But aren’t you a swordsmanship specialist?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Then? Why?”
    

    
      The Vice-Dean, at a loss for words, looked at me.
    

    
      Baron did the same.
    

    
      Their eyes demanded an explanation from me, the mentor, about this nonsense.
    

    
      No need to glare like that. 
    

    
      My brain was already racing to figure out how to explain this.
    

    
      “Perhaps it’s not to learn Magic but to prepare for it?”
    

    
      I answered quickly.
    

    
      “Yes, exactly, that’s the plan—”
    

    
      “No, I’m going to learn Magic.”
    

    
      I stared at Yuria in disbelief.
    

    
      Then I silently covered my face with my hands.
    

    
      …I give up.
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      Chapter 40: The Start of Change (3)
    

    
      The interior of the Vice-Dean’s office was filled with a stifling silence.
    

    
      That silence felt like it was creeping up, wrapping its arms around my neck and choking me.
    

    
      Right now, seated in a row before me were the Vice-Dean, Pirion, Baron, Chaser, and Allen, all staring at me intently.
    

    
      The first to break the silence was the Vice-Dean, his expression complex.
    

    
      “So, to summarize: Gerard, you suggested magic to Yuria, and the reason was her magical talent, which you happened to witness during the Entrance Festival. Is that correct?”
    

    
      I nodded with a heavy expression.
    

    
      “Yes. The sight of Yuria using magic while mana was frozen back then left a strong impression on me. It’s still vivid in my mind.”
    

    
      “Then, were you the first to teach Yuria magic, Gerard?”
    

    
      “No. I don’t know about that. I haven’t asked her that far yet.”
    

    
      Another silence followed.
    

    
      That silence was broken by a single scoff.
    

    
      “Ha, seriously. I’m so dumbfounded I’m at a loss for words.”
    

    
      I turned my head to see Allen, the department head, arms crossed, glaring at me with a twisted expression.
    

    
      “Unbelievable. Magic isn’t some free sample at a market stall. What’s with this tasting nonsense? What kind of view do you have on magic to cause this kind of mess? Huh?”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “Hey. Does magic look like a joke to you?”
    

    
      What followed was a barrage of Allen’s accusatory criticism.
    

    
      I just listened quietly. 
    

    
      There was no point in arguing; it wouldn’t lead to anything good.
    

    
      The atmosphere around me wasn’t helping either.
    

    
      Chaser, my supervising professor, was unsurprisingly silent, as were the Vice-Dean, Baron, the Student Affairs Officer, and Pirion. 
    

    
      None of them stepped in to mediate.
    

    
      They all knew this wasn’t a normal situation.
    

    
      And that it was a serious matter involving the future of a promising new cadet.
    

    
      “You punk! When a professor asks you something, shouldn’t you at least try to make some excuse? Do you think you’re something special just because you got lucky and caught one villain?”
    

    
      Of course, this guy wasn’t throwing a fit out of genuine concern for Yuria’s future.
    

    
      But listening to him, I started to feel absurd.
    

    
      What did I do wrong?
    

    
      Why am I suddenly getting chewed out by this guy when I came here expecting praise?
    

    
      It’s not like I was trying to steal anything.
    

    
      As a senior and a mentor, I only made a suggestion with Yuria’s best interests at heart.
    

    
      Did I hit someone? Did I steal something?
    

    
      “……Did I do something wrong?”
    

    
      “What? What did you just say?”
    

    
      “I’m asking what I did wrong. I’m saying this because I feel unjustly accused. Why does the mentor system exist? Isn’t it to guide juniors so they don’t go down the wrong path?”
    

    
      “Wow, this guy…”
    

    
      Allen, looking utterly flabbergasted, shot up from his seat.
    

    
      His imposing frame and the aura he exuded pressed down on me, but so what? 
    

    
      The screws in my head had already come loose, and I was spewing words without hesitation.
    

    
      “As a mentor, I suggested a path for my mentee, Yuria, to grow. There was no coercion in the process. Is that wrong? I don’t understand why I have to endure such insulting remarks from a department head who has no connection to this—especially from a Psychology Department professor. Have you ever done anything for Yuria’s sake?”
    

    
      Allen stared at me, momentarily stunned by my rapid-fire response.
    

    
      But soon, his face flushed red.
    

    
      A burning heat rose from his neck, spreading across his entire face.
    

    
      I counted down in my head.
    

    
      3.
    

    
      2.
    

    
      1.
    

    
      Boom!
    

    
      “……You little punk, barely out of diapers, daring to talk out of turn! Can’t you read the room?”
    

    
      Suddenly, he thrust his arm toward me.
    

    
      The distance meant his hand couldn’t reach me.
    

    
      But I could feel an intangible force shooting from his hand, aiming for my neck.
    

    
      I was already prepared.
    

    
      The artifact, Star’s Blessing.
    

    
      Its special ability [Starlight] explosively boosts the wearer’s stats. 
    

    
      It’s a one-time use, but dodging that attack wouldn’t be hard. 
    

    
      If luck was on my side, I might even get a chance to counterattack.
    

    
      But.
    

    
      Snap──
    

    
      A finger snap echoed from somewhere, and Allen’s mana dissipated uselessly in the air.
    

    
      “……!”
    

    
      Before I knew it, Allen was bowing toward the door.
    

    
      It wasn’t just Allen.
    

    
      Pirion, Baron, and Chaser were doing the same.
    

    
      So I turned my gaze to where they were bowing.
    

    
      There stood a middle-aged man, holding up a finger.
    

    
      The Dean, Bell Toro.
    

    
      “This guy’s more interesting than I thought, huh?”
    

    
      He was looking at the glowing ‘Star’s Blessing’ on my finger, smiling meaningfully.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      The Dean stared at me intently.
    

    
      His eyes were as clear as water.
    

    
      But within them, it was like peering into the depths of the ocean—nothing was visible.
    

    
      What thoughts were hidden in there?
    

    
      He had just seen me about to attack Allen.
    

    
      Of course, it was self-defense.
    

    
      Even if I had counterattacked, I wouldn’t have left a scratch on Allen, and I knew it, as did everyone here.
    

    
      Still, my intent to attack was a statement that I wouldn’t tolerate injustice, even from a professor… or, screw it, it was just because I was pissed off.
    

    
      The question was how that looked in the Dean’s eyes.
    

    
      Surely, he’d find it insolent.
    

    
      That’s what I thought, but his reaction completely defied my expectations.
    

    
      Tap, tap.
    

    
      He patted my shoulder and walked past me.
    

    
      That was it.
    

    
      He strode past me, perched on the edge of the desk, and began chatting casually with the Vice-Dean.
    

    
      He knew I was about to use [Starlight], yet he chose to ignore it and let it slide.
    

    
      “You’re back quickly this time, Bell.”
    

    
      “With Academy news flying in real-time from all over, how can I wander around leisurely?”
    

    
      He stretched his shoulders, looking tired.
    

    
      The thick muscles beneath his taut shirt flexed intimidatingly.
    

    
      “You must’ve heard, then.”
    

    
      “Hm? Oh, there was no need to hear anything. The Academy’s the talk of the Empire everywhere I go. By the way, what’s going on here? The atmosphere was pretty tense.”
    

    
      As he asked, the Dean glanced at Allen.
    

    
      Allen, who had been standing until then, flinched and bowed his head.
    

    
      “Well…”
    

    
      “Department Head Allen.”
    

    
      “Yes, Dean.”
    

    
      “I really like how hard Allen works, but sometimes I wonder if you get too immersed in your role.”
    

    
      “……Pardon?”
    

    
      “You’re so absorbed in your duties that it’s like you forget whether you’re at the Special Magic Corps or the Academy.”
    

    
      Allen shut his mouth.
    

    
      No one in the room was unaware that this was a veiled warning.
    

    
      Though he acted oblivious, Bell Toro already knew what had transpired here. 
    

    
      He was reprimanding Allen for his recklessness in raising a hand against a mere cadet.
    

    
      “Remember, Department Head. This isn’t the Special Magic Corps. It’s the Academy.”
    

    
      “……Yes. I’ll keep that in mind.”
    

    
      Why did it feel like he was protecting me?
    

    
      “So, you said a mentor should guide their mentee down the right path?”
    

    
      I looked up.
    

    
      The Dean was staring at me again.
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Are you sure that’s really the right path?”
    

    
      My answer was immediate.
    

    
      “I’m certain it’s the path for Yuria.”
    

    
      “How? You’re a cadet. A swordsmanship-specialized cadet who doesn’t even know magic. Do you know anything about magic?”
    

    
      “I know it theoretically. And I’ve witnessed it first hand several times.”
    

    
      “Witnessed? What?”
    

    
      I paused for a moment.
    

    
      This was a conversation with the Dean, of all people.
    

    
      A person of interest I needed to be cautious with.
    

    
      I had to choose my words, actions, expressions, and gestures carefully.
    

    
      “Would it sound ridiculous if I said Yuria’s talent…?”
    

    
      A snicker came from Allen nearby.
    

    
      But I didn’t even glance his way.
    

    
      All my focus was on the Dean and the Dean’s expression remained impassive.
    

    
      “So, you trust your own judgment?”
    

    
      I nodded.
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      It wasn’t a lie.
    

    
      Knowing information about this world.
    

    
      In a way, that was part of my judgment.
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      The Dean stared at me, then crossed his arms.
    

    
      “Chaser, you’re the Martial Arts Department’s supervising professor, right?”
    

    
      “Yes!”
    

    
      “What do you think?”
    

    
      “I’m against it!”
    

    
      “Department Head Pirion?”
    

    
      “I’m against it as well.”
    

    
      As expected.
    

    
      Those two were the Martial Arts Department Head and supervising professor.
    

    
      Naturally, they couldn’t ignore Yuria’s future, and it was only logical they’d be skeptical of a mere cadet’s claims.
    

    
      “Baron, what about you?”
    

    
      “Do I get a say too?”
    

    
      “Of course. You’re a knight, aren’t you? And you were a supervising professor before becoming the Student Affairs Officer. What’s your opinion?”
    

    
      Baron glanced at me.
    

    
      And then.
    

    
      “I don’t know.”
    

    
      He shook his head.
    

    
      “Unexpected. Why?”
    

    
      “Because of a precedent.”
    

    
      A precedent.
    

    
      The moment I heard it, I knew who he was referring to.
    

    
      A person every knight and mage in the Empire knew and acknowledged, yet deliberately avoided mentioning.
    

    
      Royal Knight, Sigaro Isaac.
    

    
      At Baron’s response, Pirion and Chaser’s expressions hardened for a moment.
    

    
      “Gerard’s judgment is likely wrong. But there’s a chance it’s right. I think it’s worth verifying before deciding.”
    

    
      “Verifying, huh.”
    

    
      The Dean tapped his forehead briefly, then spoke as if he’d made up his mind.
    

    
      “Then the answer’s clear.”
    

    
      I waited for his decision.
    

    
      “Prove it.”
    

    
      “Prove…?”
    

    
      “Prove it. You say you’re doing your best as a mentor, but the professors here don’t agree. Prove that the path you’re guiding Yuria down is truly right and that your judgment was correct.”
    

    
      The Dean scanned the room and continued.
    

    
      “There’s today’s schedule to consider, so tomorrow afternoon, after classes, bring Yuria to the back of the main building. How’s that, Vice-Dean? Sound good?”
    

    
      “I don’t mind, as long as you’re here, Bell.”
    

    
      “Haha. Alright. The rest of you?”
    

    
      “No problem.”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      With Allen’s response as the last, the Dean waved his hand at me.
    

    
      I bowed and left the Vice-Dean’s office.
    

    
      “Phew.”
    

    
      Once outside, my head was flooded with thoughts.
    

    
      I stood in the hallway for a moment, organizing my mind.
    

    
      First, the issue with Yuria.
    

    
      “Prove it” clearly meant a test of some kind.
    

    
      The question was what kind of tests they’d prepare and at what level.
    

    
      If they deliberately set up difficult challenges, the outcome could go either way.
    

    
      But no amount of overthinking would change that.
    

    
      I had no choice but to trust.
    

    
      I trusted my judgment and Yuria.
    

    
      The other issue was the Dean.
    

    
      Bell Toro.
    

    
      What kind of character was he in 
      Heroes of Frey
      ?
    

    
      Since entering this world, I’d developed a habit of mentally categorizing people into allies and enemies.
    

    
      Purely from my perspective.
    

    
      The Beltus Cult, which plunges the continent into darkness.
    

    
      And the knights, Special Magic Corps, and Zain Dukedom, who slaughter villains on sight—these were my “enemies.”
    

    
      My “allies” were those I could absolutely trust: Luis, Yuria, Baron, and Professor Ilai.
    

    
      Oh, and my summoned creatures. Plus Carl and his friends from the festival.
    

    
      But Bell Toro? I had no idea where to place him.
    

    
      I couldn’t even call him neutral. 
    

    
      I couldn’t grasp his thoughts or personality at all.
    

    
      “……Should I put him in ‘enemies’ for now?”
    

    
      That seemed safest. Better to be cautious.
    

    
      “Sounds about right.”
    

    
      Maybe I was overthinking it.
    

    
      He’s rarely at the Academy due to constant outings, so I might not even run into him again.
    

    
      But, as if I’d become a real thief, I’d developed a habit of always preparing for the worst-case scenario and I didn’t think that was a bad habit.
    

    
      As I sorted through these thoughts and left the main building, I saw them.
    

    
      Were they waiting for me? 
    

    
      Yuria and Ivan shot up from a bench.
    

    
      “Senior.”
    

    
      “Senior.”
    

    
      I widened my eyes and asked.
    

    
      “What are you guys doing here? What about classes?”
    

    
      “Well… we were worried.”
    

    
      Ivan’s answer made a question mark pop up in my head.
    

    
      He said he was worried about me, so why was he looking at Yuria?
    

    
      Then Yuria looked at me with the guiltiest eyes in the world.
    

    
      “I’m sorry.”
    

    
      She bowed her head deeply.
    

    
      “With the Vice-Dean there, and the department head and supervising professor present, I thought it’d be better to bring it up there.”
    

    
      She mumbled in a small voice.
    

    
      “……I guess I misjudged.”
    

    
      She looked like a drenched kitten crying in the rain.
    

    
      I almost burst out laughing but held it in and put on a serious face.
    

    
      “Hey. Even so, if you’re going to make a declaration like that, you should’ve at least discussed it with me first. What am I supposed to do when you just blurt it out? Am I just a sack of barley propped up there?”
    

    
      “I’m really sorry…….”
    

    
      “……is what I almost said.”
    

    
      Yuria looked up.
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “I almost said that. I’m kidding. I’m fine. Nothing big happened inside.”
    

    
      I chuckled and continued.
    

    
      “It’s the path you chose, after all. So, how you walk that path—whether you take it step by step or run full speed—that’s all up to you. So don’t worry about others and just act. You did well.”
    

    
      “……Really? Are you really okay? Earlier, the department head and supervising professor looked so upset.”
    

    
      There was a slight tremble in her voice.
    

    
      It must’ve been weighing on her.
    

    
      She was so bold when she made the declaration, but now she’s getting all soft?
    

    
      I ruffled Yuria’s hair.
    

    
      “These were issues we’d have to face eventually, and as they say, it’s better to get the beating over with. In hindsight, it might’ve been for the best.”
    

    
      “In hindsight… does that mean it ended well?”
    

    
      “Well, that’s actually what I wanted to talk to you about.”
    

    
      “Tell me.”
    

    
      “They told me to prove it. The Dean.”
    

    
      Yuria frowned slightly.
    

    
      “Prove…?”
    

    
      “Yeah. I think they want to verify whether you really have a talent for magic or not.”
    

    
      “Oh.”
    

    
      Yuria let out a short exclamation and muttered “verify……” a few times.
    

    
      Then she looked up at me.
    

    
      With a pretty serious expression.
    

    
      “What if… I don’t pass the verification? What happens then? Will it cause trouble for you, Senior?”
    

    
      “Trouble? Nah, why would it?”
    

    
      “Oh, that’s a relief…….”
    

    
      “They’d probably just change your mentor. From me to someone else.”
    

    
      Suddenly, Yuria’s already serious expression hardened at an alarming rate.
    

    
      “Yuria? Why’s your face suddenly…….”
    

    
      “I’ll make it happen. I’ll do it or die trying.”
    

    
      Yuria clenched both fists tightly.
    

    
      ……Uh, no need to be 
      that
       determined.
    

    
      Well, I guess it’s a good thing.
    

    
      After that, I talked with Yuria about tomorrow’s test before we parted ways.
    

    
      All the while, Ivan didn’t say a single word, just watching us.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      That night.
    

    
      After dinner, while waiting for someone in front of the clock tower, something caught my eye.
    

    
      A notice was prominently displayed in the center of the bulletin board.
    

    
      Central Knights Headquarters Honorary Merit Award Special Ceremony
    

    
      The first name listed as the recipient was my now-familiar name, proudly displayed.
    

    
      “Gerard.”
    

    
      A name that, just days ago, represented the Academy’s failure.
    

    
      A name once called the shame of the 888th class.
    

    
      Seeing it brought a flood of memories, from the moment I possessed this body to now, flashing through my mind like a montage.
    

    
      I felt a surge of pride, and a smile crept onto my face.
    

    
      It’s not even over yet.
    

    
      If anything, the real journey is just beginning.
    

    
      “What’s got you grinning to yourself like that?”
    

    
      At some point, Baron, the Student Affairs Officer, had appeared beside me, looking at me with his usual expressionless face.
    

    
      “Oh, you’re here?”
    

    
      “Yeah. Why so excited?”
    

    
      I pointed at the bulletin board and said.
    

    
      “I’ve got reason to be. I’m getting an Honorary Merit Medal.”
    

    
      “Anyone would think you’ve already received it.”
    

    
      “Have you ever received an Honorary Merit Medal, Officer?”
    

    
      Baron immediately changed the subject.
    

    
      “Let’s walk. I’ll tell you why I called you out as we go.”
    

    
      I grinned and followed him.
    

    
      We strolled through the greenery of the rest area.
    

    
      After a brief silence, listening to the chorus of crickets filling the air, Baron spoke.
    

    
      “Now that I think about it, I never would’ve dreamed you’d become a mentor.”
    

    
      “I skipped so many lectures, my credits were way too low. I figured I’d make up for it with the merit points from the mentor system. You remember that day I vowed to change, right?”
    

    
      “Of course. Lately, your name’s been the one I hear most in the Student Affairs Office. As the officer, how could I not know you’ve been running around so hard?”
    

    
      I glanced at Baron’s profile.
    

    
      His face was impassive, but the slight upward curve of his lips betrayed an unmistakable sense of pride.
    

    
      It made me feel good too.
    

    
      “Honestly, that’s partly why I said I didn’t know when the Dean asked. I had a hunch.”
    

    
      “A hunch?”
    

    
      “Yeah. The thought hit me that someone working so hard to change like you wouldn’t take a gamble without some kind of certainty.”
    

    
      “Oh.”
    

    
      In simple terms:
    

    
      He was skeptical about Yuria’s issue, but because he believed in me, he put the brakes on for now.
    

    
      I bowed sincerely.
    

    
      “Thank you. For believing in me.”
    

    
      “I didn’t call you out here at night to hear pleasantries.”
    

    
      “Then why?”
    

    
      “To verify Yuria’s magical talent tomorrow, the professors have decided to prepare tests themselves.”
    

    
      Seeing my expression, Baron continued.
    

    
      “You knew.”
    

    
      “Well, I had a rough guess.”
    

    
      “Then do you also guess what those tests will be?”
    

    
      I countered with a question.
    

    
      “Do you know?”
    

    
      At this point, I had a feeling what his answer would be.
    

    
      My blood was practically buzzing with anticipation.
    

    
      Suddenly, a memory of his voice from long ago echoed in my mind.
    

    
      [The Student Affairs Officer has more authority than a supervising professor.]
    

    
      At the same time, he answered.
    

    
      “Of course I know. Did you forget? The Student Affairs Officer has more authority than a supervising professor.”
    

    
      “……!”
    

    
      “I’m going to tell you what those tests are. Use the time you have left to prepare with Yuria… whoa, whoa? What’s with this guy all of a sudden?”
    

    
      “Thank you, Professor!”
    

    
      I hugged Baron tightly and shouted.
    

    
      “You’re the best, seriously!”
    

    
      Baron pushed me off.
    

    
      “Alright, get off, you punk!”
    

    
      But the force of his push wasn’t all that strong.
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      The day of the exam arrived.
    

    
      As soon as lunchtime began, I went straight to find Yuria.
    

    
      “Huh? Senior?”
    

    
      “Have you eaten? If not, let’s go grab something.”
    

    
      “I haven’t answered yet.”
    

    
      “Oh, you’ve eaten? Then just sit and watch me eat. Come on.”
    

    
      I dragged her along, and we started talking.
    

    
      The topic, of course, was the verification process Yuria was about to face.
    

    
      Last night, Baron had told me that the professors had prepared a three-stage verification process. 
    

    
      It sounded reasonable the moment I heard it, and the difficulty seemed appropriate.
    

    
      Baron added that while the details might change overnight, the overall structure was unlikely to shift significantly.
    

    
      Yuria’s expression as she listened was more serious than ever.
    

    
      By the time the soup in front of her had gone cold, I finished explaining.
    

    
      “What do you think?”
    

    
      Without a moment’s hesitation, Yuria replied.
    

    
      “I think I can do it. No, I 
      will
       do it.”
    

    
      “You sure? You know there’s no time to practice separately. The evaluation starts right after afternoon classes.”
    

    
      “I don’t care. I’m going to make it happen, no matter what.”
    

    
      Yuria clenched her fist tightly, muttering as if making a vow.
    

    
      But as lunchtime drew to a close, a trace of tension began to creep onto her face.
    

    
      She couldn’t focus on the conversation and kept asking me to repeat myself.
    

    
      “Sorry, what did you say?”
    

    
      “I was saying…”
    

    
      I thought it was only natural.
    

    
      Even I, who wasn’t the one being tested, felt this anxious. 
    

    
      How much worse must it be for Yuria, the one actually facing it?
    

    
      She’d probably be even more nervous.
    

    
      As time passed, the pressure to pass would weigh heavier on her shoulders.
    

    
      Before we parted, I handed her a flask filled with Lumigan root tea. 
    

    
      It was the tea she’d given me yesterday, which I’d brewed fresh and poured into the flask.
    

    
      “Oh, thanks, Senior.”
    

    
      “Don’t be too nervous.”
    

    
      “…I’m not nervous.”
    

    
      Liar.
    

    
      I gave a light chuckle.
    

    
      “Good to hear. See you later.”
    

    
      Yuria bowed her head slightly and headed to her classroom.
    

    
      With that, I’d done everything I could.
    

    
      All that was left was to trust and wait.
    

    
      …Or so I told myself, but I couldn’t help feeling a lingering sense of regret.
    

    
      Wasn’t there something more I could’ve done to help?
    

    
      If I’d looked harder, maybe I could’ve found at least one way. 
    

    
      If only we’d had one more day. 
    

    
      Those kinds of regrets.
    

    
      The afternoon class was a third-year course, “Advanced Interpersonal Combat.”
    

    
      But I couldn’t focus on a single word of the lecture.
    

    
      Lost in thoughts about what was about to happen, I barely noticed when the bell rang, signaling the end of the class.
    

    
      Deeeeng──
    

    
      Deeeeng──
    

    
      When I stepped outside, Yuria and Ivan were waiting for me.
    

    
      We headed to the designated meeting place.
    

    
      Behind the main building.
    

    
      The area was awash in a sea of white from the blooming cherry blossom trees.
    

    
      Cherry blossom petals fluttered in the breeze.
    

    
      As the setting sun cast lengthening shadows across the street.
    

    
      And as those shadows multiplied like a forest.
    

    
      We stopped walking.
    

    
      The Dean, Vice-Dean, and several professors, including department heads, were waiting for us.
    

    
      “You’re here? Come over.”
    

    
      The Dean beckoned us.
    

    
      “Hello, Dean.”
    

    
      “Yes. You must be Yuria. Your mentor told me about you.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Then this should be straightforward. From now on, you must prove to everyone here that your choice was not a mistake.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “The verification consists of three stages. If you fail even one, you’ll be deemed unfit, and you won’t be allowed to even glance at the secret tomes of magic. Additionally, the mentor who instilled false information and ideals in a cadet will be stripped of their qualifications.”
    

    
      At those words, Yuria’s already pale face grew even whiter.
    

    
      “Ready?”
    

    
      “I’m ready.”
    

    
      As if trying to overcome the pressure, Yuria answered with vigor.
    

    
      “Good fire in your eyes. Let’s see the results, then. Head of Development.”
    

    
      “Yes, Dean.”
    

    
      “Begin.”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      The Head of Development ran to the center of the clearing.
    

    
      There, tools for the verification were displayed.
    

    
      Among them, the most eye-catching was a 10-pyeong space enclosed by reinforced glass and a cage inside it.
    

    
      Within the cage, a black shadow writhed.
    

    
      I stared at it for a while before turning away.
    

    
      Right in front of me stood Yuria, visibly tense.
    

    
      When I placed a hand on her shoulder, she flinched and looked up at me.
    

    
      “Oh, Senior. You startled me.”
    

    
      “Nervous?”
    

    
      She shook her head, as expected.
    

    
      But moments later, she gave a tiny nod.
    

    
      “Actually… just a little.”
    

    
      “I knew it.”
    

    
      “Are you nervous, Senior?”
    

    
      “In a situation like this, wouldn’t it be weirder if I 
      wasn’t
      ?”
    

    
      Honestly, seeing it in person, the scale was much bigger than I’d expected.
    

    
      When Baron told me about it yesterday, I thought it’d just be the people in the Vice-Dean’s office.
    

    
      But now, it looked like someone had spread the word deliberately. 
    

    
      Professors who’d finished their classes were gathering.
    

    
      Well, with the Dean, Vice-Dean, and department heads all heading to one place, it’s no surprise rumors spread.
    

    
      Anyway, professors gathered.
    

    
      And as they did, curious cadets followed, wondering what was going on.
    

    
      “What’s happening? Why’s everyone here?”
    

    
      “Apparently, they’re holding some kind of verification. The professors and the Dean are involved.”
    

    
      “Verification? With the Dean himself?”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      “Huh. Now that you mention it, the Dean’s here.”
    

    
      “Who’s it for, that the Dean’s personally overseeing?”
    

    
      “Over there. That girl.”
    

    
      A group of cadets pointed in our direction.
    

    
      Their blue emblems marked them as the 887th class—fourth-year seniors who happened to still be on campus.
    

    
      “She’s pretty. Where’s she from?”
    

    
      “Just a common freshman who got in this year, I heard. But she’s a swordsmanship specialist who also wants to learn magic or something.”
    

    
      “…Crazy. Swordsmanship 
      and
       magic? Did I hear that right?”
    

    
      “She’s just an attention-seeker.”
    

    
      It wasn’t just them judging Yuria.
    

    
      Professors clicked their tongues, and cadets whispered while stealing glances.
    

    
      Some looked like they were at a zoo, eagerly awaiting the spectacle.
    

    
      Others spoke as if they were certain an accident was about to happen.
    

    
      Among their words were criticisms of me, her mentor.
    

    
      One thing was clear: not a single person here believed Yuria would succeed.
    

    
      Their voices weren’t quiet, and Yuria must’ve heard them.
    

    
      Buzz buzz.
    

    
      Worried, I glanced at her.
    

    
      Yuria looked the same as always.
    

    
      A calm expression.
    

    
      When I asked if she was okay, she nodded.
    

    
      “I’m fine. I told you, I’m going to make it happen, no matter what.”
    

    
      “No, I mean what people are saying…”
    

    
      At that moment, the Head of Development called out to Yuria from afar.
    

    
      “Yuria!”
    

    
      “Oh, they’re calling me. I’ll be back, Senior.”
    

    
      Yuria turned with a smile.
    

    
      I hoped nothing would go wrong, but why did unease keep rising?
    

    
      The smile she gave before leaving lingered in my vision like an afterimage.
    

    
      It was clearly a forced smile to mask her pressure.
    

    
      “The first verification is ‘Langlai’s Approval.’”
    

    
      The Head of Development’s voice rang out from the center, and I looked up.
    

    
      The verification had begun.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      It was exactly as Baron had described.
    

    
      The first verification: Langlai’s Approval.
    

    
      ‘Langlai’ was a top-tier artifact among staff-type items, better known at the Academy by its nickname.
    

    
      The Talent Certificate.
    

    
      Magicians with ordinary talent—those with subpar mana circuits—couldn’t wield ‘Langlai.’
    

    
      Langlai’s specs were among the highest for staff-type artifacts.
    

    
      The problem was its core material: the cursed tooth of a magic dragon, which shocked the user’s mana circuits.
    

    
      It was said that only exceptional mana circuits could withstand it.
    

    
      Just as physical abilities vary, a magician with fragile mana circuits would be repelled violently by Langlai’s rejection.
    

    
      Hence, its nickname, the ‘Talent Certificate.’
    

    
      I watched the scene with eyes full of tension.
    

    
      I had no doubts, but now that the verification had started, I felt like a parent watching their child at the edge of a river.
    

    
      “The first verification is to assess the performance of your mana circuits. Even as a swordsmanship specialist, you’ve likely heard of Langlai’s notoriety, right?”
    

    
      “I know.”
    

    
      “Go pick it up. Then use one magic spell you’re confident in. If you manifest the spell without a rejection reaction, you pass. If not, you fail.”
    

    
      Langlai was wrapped in luxurious red cloth, placed inside a box.
    

    
      Yuria approached it.
    

    
      Everyone held their breath, watching her closely.
    

    
      The Head of Development stood nearby, ready for any accidents.
    

    
      “Pick it up.”
    

    
      The signal was given.
    

    
      Yuria’s hand reached for Langlai without hesitation.
    

    
      Hwaaaak──
    

    
      Langlai’s crystal emitted a red glow in all directions.
    

    
      Even someone unfamiliar with magic could tell something intense was happening.
    

    
      Yuria’s mana was clashing with Langlai.
    

    
      Gulp.
    

    
      Someone swallowed hard.
    

    
      A heavy tension filled the clearing.
    

    
      But at some point, the glow began to fade.
    

    
      Though she looked slightly exhausted, Yuria stood proudly holding Langlai.
    

    
      The Head of Development, who’d been watching in a daze, cleared his throat and spoke.
    

    
      “Ahem. Pass. Next.”
    

    
      The crowd stirred.
    

    
      “What? That’s it?”
    

    
      “Looks like it.”
    

    
      “Lame. Don’t tell me the others will end like this too.”
    

    
      My brow furrowed instinctively.
    

    
      Did they really want to see Yuria get hurt by Langlai’s rejection?
    

    
      I knew the perception of magic swordsmen was bad, but hearing it directly didn’t feel great.
    

    
      “Mana circuits are innate, right? She must have some talent.”
    

    
      “With that level, shouldn’t she have chosen magic as her specialty instead of swordsmanship?”
    

    
      “Now I’m curious about her swordsmanship.”
    

    
      “Let’s wait and see. She’ll show us.”
    

    
      By now, Yuria had set Langlai down and was listening to the explanation for the next verification.
    

    
      The Head of Development raised his right palm for all to see.
    

    
      “The second verification is to test how well you can control mana. Gather the surrounding mana onto your palm and form a single sphere. Then, create another sphere inside it. Like this.”
    

    
      A bluish sphere floated above his palm.
    

    
      It was a mana sphere, mana given form and made visible to the human eye.
    

    
      “Those who’ve taken magic classes systematically will know, but this shape, with mana spheres of different sizes layered together, is called ‘Berel’s Rune.’ It looks simple, but Berel’s Rune is a foundational technique for advanced magic. Naturally, it’s difficult to create in one go without considerable mana control.”
    

    
      By now, two spheres, one large and one small, were spinning together on his palm.
    

    
      “Creating this is the second verification. Begin.”
    

    
      All eyes turned to Yuria.
    

    
      If she could pull this off after Langlai’s approval, her talent as a magician would essentially be proven.
    

    
      Perhaps because of that, the area was silent except for the chirping of crickets.
    

    
      The air was taut with tension, as if I could hear the heartbeat of the person next to me.
    

    
      In contrast, I waited with a relatively light heart.
    

    
      Why? Because, thanks to Baron’s tip, we’d tried this during lunch today.
    

    
      Yuria had done it without much difficulty.
    

    
      In fact, she’d said this was easier than ‘Langlai’s Approval.’
    

    
      So, watching this felt relaxing.
    

    
      But.
    

    
      “Hm?”
    

    
      Seeing Yuria standing motionless, as if time had stopped, I sensed something was off.
    

    
      Normally, she would’ve swiftly formed the sphere the moment the signal was given.
    

    
      What was wrong?
    

    
      I looked at her with worried eyes.
    

    
      More time passed.
    

    
      One by one, others began to notice something was amiss.
    

    
      “…What’s going on?”
    

    
      “Why’s she just standing there?”
    

    
      “Is she focusing?”
    

    
      “Even so, it’s taking too long.”
    

    
      “Wait. Look at that. Isn’t she trembling?”
    

    
      “Oh no… maybe she can’t do it at all.”
    

    
      By now, everyone could see Yuria was struggling to form the sphere.
    

    
      She focused and focused, but kept failing.
    

    
      Until her clothes were soaked with sweat.
    

    
      But the situation didn’t improve.
    

    
      Emotional volatility is a magician’s deadliest poison.
    

    
      Tension, pressure, panic, and fear from failure—all these hindered magic manifestation.
    

    
      And Yuria had failed to control them.
    

    
      From that moment, the verification was essentially over.
    

    
      “It’s done.”
    

    
      The professors, knowing this, shook their heads.
    

    
      The atmosphere began to shift toward wrapping up.
    

    
      Judging it pointless to give more time, the Head of Development declared ‘verification failed’ and turned toward the professors.
    

    
      “What? That’s it?”
    

    
      “She got Langlai’s approval, so I thought she had something, but this is even more anticlimactic than before.”
    

    
      “Yeah. Well, that’s normal, I guess.”
    

    
      Disinterested cadets began to leave.
    

    
      The staff grumbled as they tidied up.
    

    
      I stood still, organizing my thoughts.
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      No.
    

    
      I moved.
    

    
      “Where are you going, Senior Gerard?!”
    

    
      Ivan called out, but I didn’t answer and kept walking.
    

    
      Toward Yuria.
    

    
      I didn’t have any special plan.
    

    
      It just felt like a waste.
    

    
      All the effort and time poured into Yuria.
    

    
      So, I wanted to do everything I could.
    

    
      I didn’t have the ability or method to help, but since this was a mental issue, maybe comforting her could fix it. 
    

    
      With that vague thought, I approached her.
    

    
      Yuria stood alone in the middle of the clearing.
    

    
      Her eyes were tightly shut, and she muttered repeatedly.
    

    
      “Please. Please. Please…”
    

    
      Her shoulders trembled faintly, and beads of sweat dotted her forehead.
    

    
      I rolled up my sleeve and wiped her face.
    

    
      Yuria’s eyes slowly opened, meeting mine.
    

    
      “Senior.”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      “Is it over?”
    

    
      Anyone could see the situation was wrapping up, but I shook my head.
    

    
      “No. Not yet.”
    

    
      “Then?”
    

    
      “There’s still time. You can keep going.”
    

    
      I felt a sharp gaze on the back of my head.
    

    
      The professors who hadn’t left were watching us.
    

    
      Among them, the most intense gaze.
    

    
      The Dean.
    

    
      He’d been watching me since Yuria failed to focus.
    

    
      His eyes held the look of someone expecting something.
    

    
      “Why didn’t you do it? You did fine at lunch.”
    

    
      “…I couldn’t.”
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “There were too many people.”
    

    
      Yuria lowered her gaze.
    

    
      “And too many thoughts. What if I mess up? No, I already messed up. What if people think badly of me? Things are finally getting better. For me and for you, Senior, things are supposed to get better too. If my mistake makes people talk badly about you again…”
    

    
      She sounded like someone in a panic.
    

    
      I firmly gripped the shoulders of Yuria, who was rambling like a broken robot.
    

    
      Her trembling transmitted through my fingertips.
    

    
      “Scared?”
    

    
      This time, she didn’t shake her head like before.
    

    
      “…Yes.”
    

    
      “Of what? People’s gazes? Their judgments? Their criticisms?”
    

    
      “All of it.”
    

    
      I burst out laughing.
    

    
      “What? Why’re you scared of that? It’s only natural.”
    

    
      Yuria, startled by my laughter, glanced up at me.
    

    
      “All of it… is natural?”
    

    
      Her gaze was one of incomprehension.
    

    
      So, I grinned even wider, showing my teeth.
    

    
      “Of course. You’re an Academy cadet. The gazes and judgments of the crowd are par for the course.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “And did you forget? You’ve just taken your first step on the thorny path of a magic swordsman. Situations like this will keep happening, now and in the future. You didn’t think this one verification would be the end of it, did you?”
    

    
      Magic swordsmen are not welcomed and those who aren’t welcomed must always prove themselves.
    

    
      That’s their fate.
    

    
      “Didn’t you say you wanted to be a flame that brightly lights up the night?”
    

    
      Yuria’s eyes trembled widely.
    

    
      “Then think of this moment as just a wisp of smoke.”
    

    
      “…Smoke?”
    

    
      “Yeah. A bit of acrid smoke that briefly clouds your view. When a spark starts to burn, it’s natural for smoke to rise. But smoke always gets blown away by the wind.”
    

    
      “…!”
    

    
      “So don’t be scared. This is natural. You’re a spark that’s just ignited, and all that’s left is for you to blaze fiercely. Focus on that.”
    

    
      Her trembling gradually subsided.
    

    
      And then, 
      slip
      , my hand fell from her shoulder.
    

    
      Yuria had taken a step back.
    

    
      I studied her expression.
    

    
      Her face was still pale.
    

    
      But the gaze she directed at me was calm, like a still lake.
    

    
      Different from before.
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      “Wow…”
    

    
      At the same time, gasps erupted from the crowd.
    

    
      Someone shouted loudly from behind.
    

    
      “Hey! Hey! Wait! Don’t leave, look at that!”
    

    
      The next words stopped the departing crowd in their tracks.
    

    
      “She… she did it?”
    

    
      On Yuria’s hand, a perfectly formed ‘Berel’s Rune’ was spinning smoothly.
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      No one suspected that I had approached Yuria and given her some kind of help.
    

    
      The professors had been watching from the start, and to begin with, ‘Berel’s Rune’ wasn’t something that could be created just because someone lent a hand.
    

    
      In any case, the verification exam continued, with only the final third stage remaining.
    

    
      “The last verification will test the practical application of magic and swordsmanship. You must prove that you have the ability to utilize both visions appropriately in a real combat situation,” the Head of Development said, pointing to a makeshift facility set up on one side of the clearing.
    

    
      Inside the facility, surrounded by transparent glass walls, a single cage stood alone.
    

    
      “That facility is called the Suppression Field. Using a mana control device, it can temporarily block the flow of mana within the space. This creates a state inside the facility similar to ‘Mana Freeze.’”
    

    
      The professors were well aware that Yuria had used both magic and swordsmanship to subdue a swamp orc during the Entrance Festival.
    

    
      Of course, since I had saved her in the end, it couldn’t be called a complete subjugation.
    

    
      Still, the professors found the story intriguing.
    

    
      ‘That’s probably why they prepared this kind of verification method.’
    

    
      To see if she had truly used both swordsmanship and magic simultaneously in a real Mana Freeze state.
    

    
      And to see through my insight, which had recognized her potential.
    

    
      In a way, it was the most intuitive and definitive verification method.
    

    
      The creature inside that cage was a swamp orc captured during the Entrance Festival.
    

    
      In other words, this verification was a reenactment of that day.
    

    
      I believed that Yuria, who had grown stronger since then, would be able to defeat the swamp orc without any trouble.
    

    
      Of course, there was one variable.
    

    
      Trauma.
    

    
      If the trauma from that day, like the wound on her shoulder, still lingered in her heart, the outcome wouldn’t be as simple as a failed magic attempt, like earlier.
    

    
      “There’s a swamp orc in that cage. It was captured during the entrance terror incident and has been used as research material until now. We don’t know how it compares to the one you fought back then, but we think it’s probably about the same. I heard you overwhelmed a swamp orc, right?”
    

    
      Yuria glanced at me and nodded.
    

    
      “All you need to do is show us the same strength you displayed back then, right here, right now.”
    

    
      “That’s it?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      The Head of Development nodded but tilted his head, sensing a strange unease in Yuria’s question.
    

    
      Then, he smirked.
    

    
      “It’s research material, but it’s not a big deal if it dies. Still, you’d better be careful. That thing hasn’t eaten anything in a long time and has been locked up, so it’s extremely irritable.”
    

    
      Despite the Head of Development’s warning, Yuria remained unfazed.
    

    
      “Open it.”
    

    
      At the Head of Development’s gesture, a staff member opened the door to the Suppression Field.
    

    
      As soon as Yuria stepped inside, she drew her sword.
    

    
      Srrrng──!
    

    
      At the same time, with a low hum, the lights on the mana control devices installed around the Suppression Field lit up.
    

    
      We outside couldn’t feel it, but the mana inside the Suppression Field was likely completely frozen at that moment.
    

    
      Seeing this, the Head of Development gave the order.
    

    
      “Open the cage.”
    

    
      A staff member pulled a lever.
    

    
      Clunk!
    

    
      The cage’s iron bars lifted.
    

    
      The swamp orc burst out from the darkness. 
    

    
      As it straightened its hunched back, it filled the roughly 10-pyeong (33 square meters) Suppression Field with its presence. 
    

    
      It was that massive.
    

    
      Gasps of shock erupted from various onlookers.
    

    
      “What, what is that? Is that really a swamp orc? It’s huge!”
    

    
      “She’s a freshman, isn’t she?”
    

    
      “Even if it’s a verification exam, if it goes like this…”
    

    
      ‘Could something go wrong?’ Though no one said it aloud, everyone could guess the unspoken words.
    

    
      But contrary to expectations that the swamp orc would go berserk the moment it was released, it stood still, surveying its surroundings.
    

    
      As if trying to assess the changed environment first.
    

    
      It scanned the interior of the facility and sniffed the air.
    

    
      Then, it locked eyes with Yuria, its red eyes glinting.
    

    
      The tendons in its hand, gripping a steel club, began to bulge.
    

    
      Seeing this, I was certain.
    

    
      This one’s a ‘mutant.’
    

    
      Just like the one that nearly killed Yuria, this orc could use [Berserk].
    

    
      Moreover, having undergone who-knows-what procedures in the research lab, its aura felt even larger and more ferocious.
    

    
      Krhoo!
    

    
      The orc began circling Yuria, keeping a certain distance.
    

    
      The tension in the air grew to its peak.
    

    
      The weight of the atmosphere was entirely different from the previous verifications.
    

    
      Someone’s gulp broke the silence, and the sound of racing heartbeats pounded in my ears.
    

    
      Before I knew it, my palms were sweaty.
    

    
      Did Yuria still carry trauma from that day?
    

    
      The question was answered the moment the swamp orc charged at her.
    

    
      Splatter!
    

    
      A spray of blood splashed against the walls of the Suppression Field.
    

    
      Those unfortunate enough to be near the walls flinched and stepped back in surprise.
    

    
      “Wah! That scared me!”
    

    
      “Ugh…”
    

    
      Yuria stood frozen, her right knee bent, her sword lowered in the stance she had struck.
    

    
      Behind her, the swamp orc lay collapsed.
    

    
      Blood pooling from the orc began to form a puddle on the floor.
    

    
      “What, what happened? What was that?”
    

    
      “I don’t know. It was too fast to see properly.”
    

    
      Most of the cadets voiced their confusion in their own ways.
    

    
      Among those gathered, few had properly seen Yuria’s movements or understood the mechanics behind them.
    

    
      Only a few professors and senior cadets could make rough guesses.
    

    
      “It’s magic. She accelerated her body with wind attributes.”
    

    
      “And that stance looks like the third form of Royal Swordsmanship… hmm?”
    

    
      The professor analyzing Yuria’s swordsmanship trailed off, gaping at the scene unfolding before him.
    

    
      “…What’s that? It’s not dead?”
    

    
      The swamp orc was rising.
    

    
      Its chest and abdomen were split open, its insides nearly spilling out, but it grabbed its club as if the wound meant nothing.
    

    
      It had entered a state where it felt no pain due to [Berserk].
    

    
      Kwooo!
    

    
      With a roar, the swamp orc charged at Yuria again.
    

    
      Thud! Thud! Thud!
    

    
      Yuria, who had been watching it calmly, adjusted her stance.
    

    
      She widened her legs, lowering her center of gravity, and pointed her sword directly at the orc.
    

    
      At that moment, a short gasp escaped my lips.
    

    
      I recognized the stance.
    

    
      High-Speed Swordsmanship, Form One.
    

    
      What unfolded before our eyes could be summed up in a single word.
    

    
      “…Pulverized.”
    

    
      A chunk of meat sucked into a furiously spinning blender.
    

    
      Before we knew it, the swamp orc had collapsed back into the pool of its own blood.
    

    
      As if nothing had happened.
    

    
      If not for the dozens of sword wounds covering its body, one might have easily believed it had simply used [Berserk] to rise again.
    

    
      And then, silence fell.
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      The silence persisted until Yuria walked out after the Suppression Field’s door was opened.
    

    
      Everyone stared at her.
    

    
      The only one moving was me.
    

    
      I approached Yuria.
    

    
      “Hey, don’t come too close,” she said, stepping back to avoid me.
    

    
      “You’ll get blood on you.”
    

    
      She was filthy.
    

    
      After all that chaos, it was no surprise.
    

    
      But I didn’t care.
    

    
      “You can wash it off.”
    

    
      I took a big step forward and grabbed her hand.
    

    
      “You did great.”
    

    
      I pulled out a handkerchief and wiped her face.
    

    
      “…Ugh, it’s dirty.”
    

    
      “You can clean it.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “What’s dirty about it? It’s not dirty.”
    

    
      Yuria’s head snapped to the side.
    

    
      Was it the heat from the consecutive exams? 
    

    
      Her ears and cheeks, visible through her hair, were red.
    

    
      “…What about the verification? Is it over?”
    

    
      She glanced toward where the professors were.
    

    
      I saw them gathered in a corner, engaged in a heated discussion.
    

    
      All their faces were serious.
    

    
      “Hmm. For now? But it doesn’t seem like a decision will come right away.”
    

    
      “Why not? I passed all the verification stages the professors prepared. Doesn’t that mean they’ll let me learn magic?”
    

    
      I smiled at Yuria, who was grumbling with furrowed brows.
    

    
      “It’s an unprecedented situation for the Academy. They’ll need to create a new curriculum, and there are probably a lot of issues to discuss.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “But they won’t ban you from choosing magic during this Vision Selection.”
    

    
      “And you’re still my mentor, right?”
    

    
      “Of course.”
    

    
      Only then did Yuria’s expression soften.
    

    
      “Then that’s fine.”
    

    
      At some point, Ivan had appeared beside us.
    

    
      Behind him were the other cadets from the 890th class.
    

    
      I tactfully stepped back.
    

    
      As I withdrew, the cadets immediately surrounded Yuria, bombarding her with questions.
    

    
      “What happened, Yuria?”
    

    
      “Are you going to learn magic? What about swordsmanship? And when did you get so strong? That was insane!”
    

    
      “If you learn both swordsmanship and magic, will you become like that?”
    

    
      “As if, idiot!”
    

    
      Yuria’s face flushed with embarrassment at the sudden flood of attention from her peers.
    

    
      But soon, she regained her usual composure and began answering their questions one by one.
    

    
      Her expression was filled with joy.
    

    
      “I don’t know yet. I’ll learn magic, but it still needs the Dean’s approval…”
    

    
      I turned away after watching up to that point.
    

    
      The day had already turned to night.
    

    
      A deep blue night sky.
    

    
      I walked to a corner of the courtyard, where a small pond came into view.
    

    
      I peered into the pond.
    

    
      Inside, a bright yellow moon and a cluster of stars seemed to have plunged into the water.
    

    
      I was there, too.
    

    
      And so was another person.
    

    
      “You proved it, didn’t you?” he asked as soon as he stood beside me.
    

    
      The laughter in his deep voice felt like that of a playful boy.
    

    
      “Will you allow Yuria to learn magic?” I asked.
    

    
      Dean Bell Toro shook his head.
    

    
      “That’s a given. The ‘proof’ I’m talking about isn’t about Yuria. It’s about you.”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      “Despite the many restrictions, you recognized Yuria’s potential and you had the judgment and execution to boldly push for it. You just proved that.”
    

    
      Oh.
    

    
      “I found that part impressive. Honestly, most people wouldn’t be able to believe in it so easily. Especially not a fellow cadet.”
    

    
      Right? he said, looking at me.
    

    
      “Come to think of it, it’s strange. The swamp orc incident, catching a villain and earning an honorary medal, and now this. When you look at it, it makes you wonder if there’s something special about you.”
    

    
      He smiled meaningfully as he spoke.
    

    
      Something special.
    

    
      There is something.
    

    
      But it’s practically my entirety, so I couldn’t tell him.
    

    
      “…You’re giving me too much credit. It’s just… coincidence.”
    

    
      “Coincidence? You’re saying it’s all luck?”
    

    
      “Yes. Of course, I worked hard. But without luck, I wouldn’t have managed any of it.”
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      The Dean stroked his chin and spoke.
    

    
      “But you need skill to seize that luck, don’t you?”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “Anyway, I have high expectations for you. Keep working hard for our Academy like this. Oh, and don’t worry about Yuria’s case—I’ve already spoken to the Vice-Dean.”
    

    
      With those final words, the Dean fell silent.
    

    
      As if he had never been there, when I turned my head, he was gone.
    

    
      Or perhaps he was never there to begin with.
    

    
      Maybe all I saw was his reflection in the pond.
    

    
      I stood there for a moment, lost in thought.
    

    
      About Bell Toro, the man.
    

    
      But my musings didn’t last long.
    

    
      Just as I didn’t know who he truly was, he didn’t know the ‘me’ inside Gerard.
    

    
      So why bother wrestling with it alone?
    

    
      ‘I have high expectations for you.’
    

    
      I couldn’t know his true intentions, but one thing was clear from our conversation.
    

    
      The Dean viewed me favorably.
    

    
      That was enough.
    

    
      No need to overthink it.
    

    
      In the end, the situation was moving in the direction I had planned, wasn’t it?
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The next day.
    

    
      Standing in front of the mirror, I pulled my Academy dress uniform from the wardrobe and put it on for the first time in a while.
    

    
      The tailored fit and the various ornaments on the chest and shoulders made it inconvenient for movement, but its elegance and splendor were undeniable.
    

    
      I tucked the formal hat with its golden feather under my arm and stepped out of the dormitory.
    

    
      Two people spotted me and waved.
    

    
      Yuria and Ivan.
    

    
      “Over here, Senior!” they called.
    

    
      Dressed in their formal uniforms, the pair was dazzling in their own right.
    

    
      “What’s this? Why do you two look so good today?”
    

    
      “Don’t lie,” Yuria said.
    

    
      “I’m serious. Right, Ivan?”
    

    
      “Haha! Of course. Yuria’s always pretty.”
    

    
      Amid Ivan’s laughter, I caught Yuria’s faint mumble.
    

    
      “…Both of you.”
    

    
      I looked at her, puzzled, but she had already closed her mouth and was looking elsewhere.
    

    
      “Huh? Did you say something?”
    

    
      “I didn’t say anything.”
    

    
      She definitely said something.
    

    
      Seeing her resolute expression, I let it slide.
    

    
      “Hey, Ivan.”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “Why’s your laugh so loud?”
    

    
      “…Pardon?”
    

    
      “Are you an ogre?”
    

    
      Still, I had to say what needed saying and so, we headed to Aidan Auditorium.
    

    
      To the place where, long ago, the saga of a great hero had begun.
    

    
      Today, our Honorary Merit Medal ceremony was held there.
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      “...In recognition of these achievements, the Central Knights Headquarters awards the Honorary Merit Medal to Cadet Gerard of the 888th Class of the Academy. Presented by Yamad Leonhardt, Commander of the Central Knights, on behalf of the Great Frey Central Knights Headquarters.”
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      As I saluted in knightly courtesy, Deputy Commander Eren Burke stepped down from the podium and stood before me.
    

    
      “Well done, Gerard.”
    

    
      He offered brief praise and pinned the medal to my chest.
    

    
      A thunderous wave of applause and cheers erupted from behind.
    

    
      Clap clap clap──!
    

    
      One by one, Ivan and Yuria received their medals.
    

    
      Rodrig, the personnel officer hosting the ceremony, proceeded to the next segment.
    

    
      [Ahh. Next, we will have the awardees acceptance speeches. Awardees, please step forward.]
    

    
      I stepped up first.
    

    
      Step, step.
    

    
      The auditorium was filled with cadets.
    

    
      An event that was not just special but unprecedented.
    

    
      Perhaps that was why. 
    

    
      From the 890th class to the 888th, and even the 887th class, busy preparing for graduation, all attended the ceremony, watching me.
    

    
      I met their gazes, one by one.
    

    
      Their varied emotions flew toward me.
    

    
      Some looked at me with curiosity.
    

    
      Others with admiration and respect.
    

    
      Some with envy, and next to them, others with jealousy and resentment.
    

    
      Among them were those who openly displayed hostility and distrust.
    

    
      A thought suddenly struck me.
    

    
      Would there ever come a moment when all of them acknowledged me?
    

    
      “Greetings. I am Gerard of the 888th class.”
    

    
      I didn’t know.
    

    
      But until that moment came, I had to do my best.
    

    
      “I…”
    

    
      I delivered my prepared speech and stepped back, making way for Yuria.
    

    
      After that, I did nothing.
    

    
      I stood still at the back until the ceremony ended, moving like a robot only at Rodrig’s cues.
    

    
      The medal around my neck felt stifling, and just as the tedious ceremony drew to a close, the real ordeal began.
    

    
      Ivan, Yuria, and I had to bow repeatedly until our necks and backs ached. 
    

    
      Nobles from the VIP seats came to meet us.
    

    
      Among them were knights from the Central Knights and mages from the Special Magic Corps.
    

    
      They threw all sorts of questions at us with curiosity. 
    

    
      They lingered especially long with Yuria, and I caught the word “Magic Swordsman…” mentioned here and there. 
    

    
      It seemed rumors about yesterday’s exam had already spread.
    

    
      Hmm.
    

    
      I just wanted it to end quickly.
    

    
      My neck was about to cramp.
    

    
      And from smiling too much, the muscles around my mouth were trembling. 
    

    
      But what could I do? 
    

    
      With a face like mine, if I wanted to leave even a slightly good impression on people I’d see again, I had to smile hard.
    

    
      I was exhausting myself for a future that wasn’t even guaranteed when, out of nowhere, Rodrig, the personnel officer, approached us.
    

    
      He was accompanied by a man I’d never seen before.
    

    
      “Greetings. I’m Luslo from Royal Dream.”
    

    
      He was a journalist from Royal Dream, here to cover the villain’s intrusion and this award ceremony.
    

    
      “Having heard of your renowned deeds, I was eager to meet you all. If it weren’t for the three of you, the Empire might have fallen into a perilous crisis due to the schemes of that faction. No, I firmly believe it would have.”
    

    
      Renowned deeds? Hardly. 
    

    
      But he lavished praise on us as if his tongue were coated with gold dust.
    

    
      Well, we were cadets who’d received the Honorary Merit Medal, after all.
    

    
      Who knew what organizations we’d join later or what stories and sources we’d bring? 
    

    
      From Luslo’s perspective, building a connection with us could only be advantageous.
    

    
      And, to be fair, we did save the Empire from a crisis.
    

    
      “But I hear there are some intriguing rumors circulating within the Academy.”
    

    
      It seemed his purpose wasn’t solely the ceremony.
    

    
      “Something about a Magic Swordsman…”
    

    
      As he spoke, Luslo kept glancing to my right.
    

    
      Yuria was sitting there.
    

    
      “Could we perhaps discuss that in detail as well?”
    

    
      Now he was openly addressing Yuria.
    

    
      I glanced at the personnel officer standing behind.
    

    
      Her expression was neutral. 
    

    
      This had been arranged beforehand.
    

    
      Given that the rumor was already spreading publicly, it made sense for the Academy to capitalize on it, tying it to the ceremony for an article.
    

    
      It would benefit Yuria as well, of course.
    

    
      “How can I assist you?”
    

    
      Surprisingly, Yuria, who had been expressionless until now, nodded willingly. 
    

    
      Luslo’s face lit up with a wide smile.
    

    
      “Haha! Thank you. I’ll just ask a few questions, and all you need to do is answer.”
    

    
      “Alright.”
    

    
      “Then, my first question. When did you, Yuria, start practicing magic…?”
    

    
      And so, the day passed in a whirlwind.
    

    
      The moment I woke up in the morning, I unfolded the newspaper.
    

    
      [Frey Academy Reclaims Honorary Merit Medal After 17 Years]
    

    
      The article roughly detailed how the Academy Trio defeated villains who infiltrated the campus, earning the Honorary Merit Medal from the Central Knights.
    

    
      The next page was a solo feature on Yuria.
    

    
      [One of the Trio and Recipient of the Honorary Merit Medal, She Is Actually the Heir of the Magic Sword!?]
    

    
      I choked on my breath as I read it.
    

    
      “Cough! Cough! What? Magic Sword?”
    

    
      The Magic Sword was the moniker for Sigaro Isaac, a Royal Knight.
    

    
      Naturally, Yuria had no connection or ties to Sigaro.
    

    
      Yet, they called her his heir.
    

    
      “…Is this okay?”
    

    
      How a journalist writes an article is their prerogative, so I had no right to complain.
    

    
      But dragging a Royal Knight—especially someone like Sigaro Isaac—into this felt like crossing a line.
    

    
      Hmm. He seemed like a decent guy, despite his appearance, with a nice gaze and voice.
    

    
      Oh well, it’s not like anything major will come of it.
    

    
      Regardless, the impact of a solo article would be significant.
    

    
      Knights, mages, royalty, nobles.
    

    
      Today, everyone would likely mention Yuria’s name at least once.
    

    
      “Is she going to end up more famous than me?”
    

    
      A chuckle escaped me.
    

    
      If Yuria became famous, it would be good for me too.
    

    
      If she drew attention, my name would inevitably come up. 
    

    
      That would boost my reputation as well.
    

    
      And if I could hide behind that growing fame, I’d gradually slip further from suspicion as a thief.
    

    
      “Nice. Not bad.”
    

    
      If things kept going this way, it’d be great.
    

    
      After finishing my usual dawn routine, I immediately prepared to head out.
    

    
      There were no lectures since it was the weekend, but I had an appointment.
    

    
      My appointment was with Yuria, the biggest beneficiary of today’s Royal Dream article.
    

    
      “Hey. Over here.”
    

    
      In front of the women’s dormitory gate. 
    

    
      I waved as I spotted Yuria coming out.
    

    
      Seeing me, Yuria rushed over, her hair fluttering.
    

    
      “Were you waiting for me?”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      “Why? I could’ve come to you.”
    

    
      “I realized that every time we do something, you’re always the one waiting for me first. So.”
    

    
      “I do it because I want to.”
    

    
      She said that, but the slight upturn of her lips showed she wasn’t displeased.
    

    
      “Let’s go.”
    

    
      We headed toward our destination.
    

    
      As we walked, I stole a glance at Yuria’s profile. 
    

    
      Her usual expressionless face had a subtle flush on her cheeks.
    

    
      Her steps were lighter than usual.
    

    
      Maybe she had a good dream? 
    

    
      But then again, she had every reason to be in a good mood.
    

    
      The day before yesterday, she was granted permission to study magic. 
    

    
      Yesterday, she received a medal at the ceremony.
    

    
      Today, her name was in a major daily newspaper.
    

    
      And now, she was on her way to select a Vision, to learn the magic she’d longed for.
    

    
      On the path to the Vault.
    

    
      Two people were waiting for us.
    

    
      One was Chaser Idna, a martial arts professor.
    

    
      The other was Ronica Jasmine, a psychology professor.
    

    
      In 
      Heroes of Frey
      , mentor professors didn’t teach classes but guided cadets’ training, offered advice, corrections, care, and counseling—a mix of a modern homeroom teacher and a drill instructor.
    

    
      There were three per department.
    

    
      Ronica Jasmine was the mentor professor for the elemental branch of the Psychology Department.
    

    
      The moment she saw Yuria, her eyes sparkled, and she approached quickly.
    

    
      “Wow! You’re Yuria, right? You’re really pretty!”
    

    
      “Uh, thank you…”
    

    
      “I saw your photo in Royal Dream, but you look so much better in person! So much. Like, waaay better!”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “Are you even human? No, don’t take it the wrong way—I just mean, how can a person look like this? You’re the prettiest person I’ve ever seen! Heehee.”
    

    
      I felt it.
    

    
      Yuria’s body stiffening beside me.
    

    
      That’s right.
    

    
      Ronica Jasmine, who loved all things flashy. 
    

    
      Her over-the-top enthusiasm came without warning.
    

    
      “I was so disappointed I couldn’t attend the verification or the ceremony because of a business trip! But I’m so glad to meet you like this.”
    

    
      I looked at the scene with pity.
    

    
      Well, I knew Ronica’s personality, so I’d vaguely anticipated this. 
    

    
      Maybe I should’ve warned Yuria.
    

    
      But salvation came from an unexpected source.
    

    
      “Goddamn, enough already. Enough.”
    

    
      Ronica’s eyes flared as she turned around.
    

    
      Chaser, the squinting professor, was standing there, smirking.
    

    
      “What did you say?”
    

    
      “I said enough. Can’t you see she’s uncomfortable?”
    

    
      “Hah! The only thing that can’t see is your buttonhole-sized eyes!”
    

    
      “W-What did you say?”
    

    
      Flustered by Ronica’s sudden counter, Chaser faltered.
    

    
      Soon, the two started bickering loudly, heedless of onlookers. 
    

    
      Who would think they were esteemed Academy professors?
    

    
      They looked more like a couple masquerading as friends.
    

    
      Which was why…
    

    
      Ugh, what an eyesore.
    

    
      Should we just go in ourselves? I glanced at Yuria.
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      Why was she looking at them with envy?
    

    
      Shortly after, Ivan and his mentor, Asuka Raymond, arrived at the meeting point, finally putting an end to their lovers’ quarrel.
    

    
      We all passed through the Vault’s main gate together.
    

    
      The Secret Tome Yuria chose this time was [Freeze], a water-attribute magic.
    

    
      Water-attribute magic generally excelled in utility compared to other attributes, with its effectiveness varying greatly depending on the caster.
    

    
      That was why I strongly recommended [Freeze].
    

    
      Given Yuria’s talent in both magic and swordsmanship, she’d likely integrate [Freeze] into her swordplay in her own unique way.
    

    
      Chaser and Ronica didn’t object to my suggestion.
    

    
      Well, there was a small fuss when Ronica suggested another Vision, [Echoes of Memory].
    

    
      But,
    

    
      “Freeze.”
    

    
      “No, Yuria, hear me out. Freeze is great. It’s good! But ‘Echoes of Memory’ shortens the process of casting spells, making it ideal for use with swordsmanship…”
    

    
      “No. I’ll go with Freeze.”
    

    
      Ronica raised the white flag at Yuria’s firmness.
    

    
      Soon, the Vault building appeared before us after passing through the forest.
    

    
      A librarian was waiting at the entrance, and following his guidance, we each retrieved our Visions.
    

    
      As discussed in the Vice-Dean’s office, I took [Lion Sword], Ivan took [Royal Swordsmanship, Latter Half], and Yuria took [Freeze].
    

    
      After selecting our Visions, we saw off the two mentor professors who had completed their duties.
    

    
      “What’s Professor Chaser doing after this?”
    

    
      “Sorry, I’ve got a prior engagement. Let’s eat later, Ronica.”
    

    
      “Hah! I was just asking. Why would I eat with you? Ridiculous.”
    

    
      “Yeah, yeah.”
    

    
      The two professors bickered even as they parted ways.
    

    
      Ivan left with Asuka Raymond for training, and the same went for us.
    

    
      We ate and trained.
    

    
      And somehow, the long second week came to an end.
    

    
      “Ugh. I’m exhausted.”
    

    
      I collapsed onto the bed, slowly reflecting on the past two weeks.
    

    
      Looking back, there were regrets and moments where I wondered if I could’ve done things differently. 
    

    
      By reviewing, I devised a few contingency plans for similar situations in the future.
    

    
      Then I looked in the mirror.
    

    
      It had been a while.
    

    
      No, I looked in the mirror every day.
    

    
      But closely examining the reflection, the person staring back, felt like it had been a long time.
    

    
      Name: Gerard  
    

    
      Age: 30  
    

    
      Occupation: Thief / Cadet of Frey Academy, 888th Class  
    

    
      Level: 38  
    

    
      Strength: 42  
    

    
      Agility: 65  
    

    
      Stamina: 39  
    

    
      Mental Fortitude: 53  
    

    
      Traits ─ Versatile / Instinct / Endurance / Memory and Understanding / Coolheadedness / Sharp Perception / Gaius’s Insight  
    

    
      My level had risen significantly.
    

    
      A whopping four levels.
    

    
      From the Cemetery hunting spree to completing missions and the one-on-one battle with the Head Collector, Cave.
    

    
      I had a feeling that one more mission would push me to the next level.
    

    
      Next week was already the third week…
    

    
      “…If things follow the original story, those events will unfold.”
    

    
      Then I didn’t need to prepare separately for growth.
    

    
      With that sorted, I moved on to reviewing my Visions.
    

    
      In the past few days, the number of Visions I could wield had grown.
    

    
      When I acquired the intermediate thievery skill [Dagger Shift], I brought back ten Secret Tomes.
    

    
      I could’ve taken more, and thanks to my [Versatile] trait, I could learn and use them all.
    

    
      But since I’d only frequently use a select few in operations or combat, I carefully chose ten practical and exceptional ones.
    

    
      “If I need more, I can always go back and get them.”
    

    
      The Vault had become like a snack box I could dip into whenever I felt like it.
    

    
      Anyway.
    

    
      Let’s list the Visions I currently possessed──
    

    
      Among attribute-based magic, fire-attribute magic, unrivaled in offensive power, included [Spatial Explosion], [Flame Surge], and [Ignition], totaling three.
    

    
      Lightning-attribute magic, destructive and fast, included [Thunderbolt] and [Lightning Slash], totaling two.
    

    
      For defense, earth-attribute magic, unmatched in its category, included [Tectonic Shift] and [Rock’s Protection], totaling two.
    

    
      Water-attribute magic, unparalleled in utility, included [Water Prison] and [Freeze], totaling two.
    

    
      The last was wind-attribute magic, strong in quick casting, with [Gust].
    

    
      Additionally, lifestyle magic [Telekinesis], martial art [Backstep], swordsmanship [Royal Swordsmanship] (both parts), and [Lion Sword].
    

    
      Plus five lesser thievery skills and the intermediate thievery skill [Dagger Shift].
    

    
      Honestly, in terms of Vision count, I could rival a mage-level magician.
    

    
      “This should keep me from falling behind anywhere.”
    

    
      Good.
    

    
      With the cult’s terrorism starting in the third week, I didn’t need to worry about leveling.
    

    
      If I could maintain this momentum, not only could I overcome death flags, but surviving between the cult and the Academy didn’t seem impossible.
    

    
      …For exactly seven hours.
    

    
      The next morning, I received shocking news from Luis.
    

    
      [What’s the mission?]
    

    
      [Terrorism.]
    

    
      [No, I mean, the target. Who’s the target?]
    

    
      [It’s you, Gerard.]
    

    
      I stared at Luis with a dumbfounded expression.
    

    
      And asked again.
    

    
      [Gerard?]
    

    
      [Yes.]
    

    
      [As in, the Gerard from the 888th class?]
    

    
      [Yes.]
    

    
      [The one who just received the Honorary Merit Medal?]
    

    
      [Yes.]
    

    
      […So, me?]
    

    
      Luis nodded with a heavy expression.
    

    
      I let out a dry laugh and rubbed my face.
    

    
      So, what he’s saying is…
    

    
      They’re telling me to terrorize myself.
    

    
      “Of all things.”
    

    
      This is insane, really.
    

    

  
    Chapter 44: Chapter 44

    
      Chapter 44 : Terror (1)
    

    
      The situation was as follows.
    

    
      Monday, the day for regular reports and receiving requests from the cult.
    

    
      As usual, I met Luis early in the morning, listened to his report on the guild’s reconstruction, and was being briefed on the cult’s request.
    

    
      [Cleric Guartes conveyed that plans to ‘destroy the Academy’ will begin in earnest moving forward.]
    

    
      Luis passed by behind me.
    

    
      Rustle
      , the sound of something falling onto the grass reached my ears.
    

    
      [I just dropped an item called a Beast Pouch.]
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      [Using the Beast Pouch to directly strike key Academy facilities or persons of interest is the cult’s request this time.]
    

    
      I knew.
    

    
      In 
      Heroes of Frey
      , the event that dominates most of Chapter 1, the beast terror, begins in the third week.
    

    
      And the villain orchestrating it is none other than Gerard. 
    

    
      In other words, me.
    

    
      [Time and place? And what’s the overall plan?]
    

    
      But, I didn’t know this.
    

    
      [Well.]
    

    
      Luis paused his Whisper for a moment.
    

    
      His uncharacteristic hesitation made me glance in his direction and ask.
    

    
      [What’s wrong? Is there a problem?]
    

    
      [Yes.]
    

    
      His serious tone caught me off guard.
    

    
      No way. 
    

    
      I asked casually, but he’s saying there’s an actual problem?
    

    
      Still, I didn’t think much of it at the time.
    

    
      I realized things were screwed when I heard Luis’s next Whisper.
    

    
      [There’s a slight problem with the request. This request involves using the Beast Pouch to strike a target, and that target is a person.]
    

    
      [A person? What’s that about? Don’t tell me it’s me?]
    

    
      This, too, was half a joke, asked without much thought.
    

    
      …But there was no response.
    

    
      When I turned my head, Luis was looking at me with a strange expression. 
    

    
      As if wondering how I guessed it.
    

    
      No way, really?
    

    
      [How did you know?]
    

    
      […….]
    

    
      And that’s the situation now.
    

    
      Goddamn it.
    

    
      No matter how you slice it, telling me to terrorize myself?
    

    
      Possessing a thief leads to absurd situations like this.
    

    
      [To be precise, there are two others. Ivan, Yuria.]
    

    
      [The medal recipients, huh.]
    

    
      [Yes. But that’s not all.]
    

    
      [Oh. What else?]
    

    
      [The time and place are also an issue. The time is tomorrow at ten in the morning and the place… I believe you already know without me saying more. You, Master, should know where the targets will be at that time.]
    

    
      I know.
    

    
      Tomorrow at ten in the morning.
    

    
      That’s when the first period Herbology lecture is in full swing.
    

    
      The place is the eastern outskirts forest.
    

    
      Naturally, I’ll be attending the Herbology lecture at that time.
    

    
      It’s definitely a good time to take out all three at once.
    

    
      [So, to summarize, I need to terrorize Gerard, who’s attending the Herbology lecture in the eastern outskirts forest tomorrow at ten in the morning. That’s it?]
    

    
      [Yuria and Ivan, too.]
    

    
      [Whatever.]
    

    
      Hmm. That’s all I could think to say.
    

    
      [This is screwed.]
    

    
      I scratched my head.
    

    
      For the record, I don’t have two bodies. 
    

    
      Just one.
    

    
      While pondering how to slip out of the lecture and detonate the Beast Pouch, I came up blank. 
    

    
      No answers.
    

    
      [Got any bright ideas? If you do, speak up.]
    

    
      [What’s there to think about? You obviously need to skip the lecture.]
    

    
      [You know it’s not that simple.]
    

    
      I’m not just a student attending classes; I’m the Herbology assistant.
    

    
      A model assistant skipping class without permission? 
    

    
      It’s obvious what Professor Ilai would think of me.
    

    
      As a cathedral cleric, she’s still a highly valuable figure to me.
    

    
      I’ve experienced her influence multiple times, and considering all the effort I’ve put into gaining her favor, skipping the lecture is not an option.
    

    
      [I’d rather fail the request.]
    

    
      When weighing the pros and cons, that’s actually less of a loss for me.
    

    
      [Why not say you’re sick?]
    

    
      [……Have you forgotten who Ilai is? She’s a cathedral cleric. You think a sick excuse will work? She’ll probably insist on healing me herself and drag me to class.]
    

    
      [What about stepping out briefly for an errand? Leave for a moment, then detonate the Beast Pouch.]
    

    
      [Wouldn’t that make it obvious I triggered the Beast Pouch? Rejected.]
    

    
      [Then what do we do?]
    

    
      [That’s why I’m asking you. Got any good ideas?]
    

    
      The sound of Luis’s broom grew rougher.
    

    
      [Oh! How about this, Luis? Just this once, you take my place and handle the Beast Pouch…]
    

    
      [No. We cannot yet bear the risk if things go wrong.]
    

    
      I smacked my lips at Luis’s flat refusal.
    

    
      He’s right.
    

    
      Before being the intermediary with the Beltus Cult, Luis is the butler managing all of Shadow’s internal affairs.
    

    
      He’s also my mental anchor. 
    

    
      In short, he’s indispensable.
    

    
      If Luis gets caught by the guards because something goes wrong?
    

    
      That’s another way to get screwed.
    

    
      I forcibly swallowed the sigh that slipped out.
    

    
      [No choice then. I’ll figure something out.]
    

    
      [Then I’ll trust in you, Master.]
    

    
      [?]
    

    
      Luis had already turned and was disappearing.
    

    
      As if he’d been waiting for that answer.
    

    
      “……Goddamn lonely.”
    

    
      I gave a bitter smile and turned around.
    

    
      Behind the bench, nestled in the bushes, was the brown sack Luis had dropped.
    

    
      I stored it in my Subspace and immediately returned to the dormitory.
    

    
      “Hmm. How do I solve this problem?”
    

    
      I sat at my desk, lost in thought.
    

    
      Inside the sack were ten Beast Pouches.
    

    
      Their contents: Grade 4 beasts, War-wolves.
    

    
      Each Beast Pouch held ten War-wolves, meaning I had a hundred War-wolves in my hands.
    

    
      But how could I detonate these Beast Pouches without getting caught? 
    

    
      I wracked my brain, but all that came out was a groaning “Ughh—.”
    

    
      “Anyone else?”
    

    
      The detonation mechanism of the Beast Pouch works like this.
    

    
      The trigger is mana. 
    

    
      Inject a certain amount of mana, and the color changes, exploding exactly one minute later.
    

    
      The explosion releases the contents and generates a powerful shockwave, causing a Mana 
    

    
      Freeze phenomenon.
    

    
      Naturally, detonating it requires the ability to manipulate mana.
    

    
      Ordinary people obviously can’t, and it goes without saying that it has to be someone I can fully trust.
    

    
      “……Hmm. No matter how I think about it, it’s just Luis.”
    

    
      Then, what about non-humans?
    

    
      What about Visions?
    

    
      Creating a novel solution using the Visions I possess. 
    

    
      Like how I used the Summoning Art Vision [Phase Shift] during the Vault job.
    

    
      But I soon shook my head.
    

    
      “Maybe with mid-tier thievery, but the lesser thievery I have now won’t cut it.”
    

    
      The other Visions were the same. 
    

    
      Mostly combat-oriented, they were useless in this situation.
    

    
      “Damn it. Isn’t there a Vision like a clone?”
    

    
      If I had just one more body, I wouldn’t need to worry about this— That thought hit me, and something I’d forgotten flashed in my mind.
    

    
      There is.
    

    
      Not a clone, but one entity that could act in my place.
    

    
      “Wow. Why didn’t I think of this?”
    

    
      I hurriedly closed the window and locked the door.
    

    
      Then I summoned my Subspace.
    

    
      The dark interior. 
    

    
      I felt a single gaze looking at me.
    

    
      An entity that could act in my place, one I could trust.
    

    
      “Come out.”
    

    
      What stepped out from within was a stark white skeleton.
    

    
      My third summon, the skeleton, Clatter.
    

    
      Clack clack!
    

    
      It shook its jawbone, greeting me warmly.
    

    
      Seeing it, my heart pounded.
    

    
      I’d felt it since the first time I saw it, but this one’s definitely different from ordinary skeletons.
    

    
      For starters, its ability to express emotions sets it apart from worthless corpses.
    

    
      So.
    

    
      I couldn’t help but feel hopeful.
    

    
      “Hey, you.”
    

    
      I steadied my breath and asked.
    

    
      “Can you use mana?”
    

    
      Some undead can manipulate mana.
    

    
      To be precise, death mana, called 
      sagi
       (death energy). 
    

    
      If hatred and resentment are the life force that revives undead, 
      sagi
       is the power and energy that moves them.
    

    
      Thus, all undead possess 
      sagi
      .
    

    
      However, few can instinctively sense and manipulate it.
    

    
      The lowest-grade undead capable of using 
      sagi
       is the Ghost Knight.
    

    
      For reference, the gap between a Ghost Knight and a skeleton is so vast they can’t even be compared, and it’s a known fact among necromancers that skeletons, the lowest-grade undead, can’t even be taught basic swordsmanship, let alone 
      sagi
      .
    

    
      “But Clatter’s different.”
    

    
      I trusted my instincts.
    

    
      And [Gaius’s Insight], too.
    

    
      Just a tiny bit. 
    

    
      If it could show me even a sliver of potential.
    

    
      Potential, that’s all.
    

    
      If Clatter could just prove it’s aware of 
      sagi
      , I could take it from there.
    

    
      I had the two Visions I obtained from the necromancer that day: [Understanding of Death] and [Beltus-Style Revival].
    

    
      “Mana. Don’t know?”
    

    
      Clack clack!
    

    
      “No, mana. Mana. The stuff flowing through your body right now.”
    

    
      Then,
    

    
      Clack!
    

    
      As if realizing something, Clatter clapped its hands.
    

    
      Suddenly, it clenched both fists tightly, bent its knees, and assumed a straining posture.
    

    
      It looked like someone sitting on a toilet, exerting effort.
    

    
      Tremble tremble…
    

    
      A sudden worry crept in.
    

    
      Uh. This guy didn’t mistake it for a fart, did it?
    

    
      Well, a bad enough fart could be a kind of death energy in its own way.
    

    
      But skeletons don’t have digestive systems.
    

    
      That’s when it happened.
    

    
      A scene unfolded before my eyes that made my worries irrelevant.
    

    
      Whoosh──!
    

    
      A dark, shadowy energy gathered in Clatter’s fists and vanished in an instant.
    

    
      It lasted only a moment.
    

    
      But I felt it clearly.
    

    
      That was unmistakably 
      sagi
       (death energy).
    

    
      “……!”
    

    
      I nearly shouted in excitement but quickly covered my mouth.
    

    
      Instead, I grabbed Clatter’s arm and shook it to express my joy. 
    

    
      Clatter, not knowing why, shook its jaw and danced along because I was happy.
    

    
      “Yes. You’re the best!”
    

    
      Clack clack!
    

    
      My prediction was spot-on.
    

    
      Clatter was indeed different from other skeletons.
    

    
      It was just a fleeting spark.
    

    
      But the result that spark brought was immense.
    

    
      A guidepost showing the right path to someone lost and wandering. 
    

    
      Once I had a lead, the tasks and plans immediately took shape in my mind.
    

    
      I looked at the calendar.
    

    
      There wasn’t much time.
    

    
      Tomorrow was the terror D-day, so I had to finish everything tonight.
    

    
      “Clatter. You clearly remember the energy and flow you just pulled up, right?”
    

    
      Clack clack!
    

    
      “Keep practicing that here until I finish class.”
    

    
      Clack!
    

    
      Clatter immediately assumed the straining posture and began trembling.
    

    
      Leaving it at that, I sat at my desk and pulled out stationery and a pen.
    

    
      Scribble scribble.
    

    
      That practice alone isn’t enough.
    

    
      To detonate the Beast Pouch, far more 
      sagi
       is needed and the total amount of 
      sagi
       won’t increase with that method.
    

    
      “I need to make it grow.”
    

    
      Into a higher-grade undead.
    

    
      I had the method in my mind.
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      Chapter 45: Terror (2)
    

    
      After roll call ended, all the lights of the night lamps enveloping the dormitory went out.
    

    
      The Academy grounds, submerged in darkness.
    

    
      Hidden within it, I took out a leather suit from subspace and changed into it.
    

    
      I had a place to go.
    

    
      The Cemetery.
    

    
      The purpose, of course, was Clatter’s growth.
    

    
      Caw──!
    

    
      Upon arriving at the Cemetery, a flock of countless crows welcomed me.
    

    
      The only light illuminating the darkness was a lantern. 
    

    
      Inside the guard post, I saw the caretaker, Roitz, dozing off with his head bobbing.
    

    
      I passed by quietly so he could sleep in peace.
    

    
      The Cemetery Core, where the Necromancer had vanished.
    

    
      The eerie atmosphere remained, but it had now become an ordinary cemetery.
    

    
      After looking around, I opened subspace.
    

    
      “Clatter.”
    

    
      Clack!
    

    
      As Clatter emerged, it handed me two books.
    

    
      They were the necromancy tomes [Understanding of Death] and [Beltus-Style Revival].
    

    
      “Remember this place?”
    

    
      At my question, Clatter nodded.
    

    
      “I’m going to make you grow here now.”
    

    
      [Understanding of Death] was a secret tome that organized the foundational knowledge and basics of necromancy, while [Beltus-Style Revival] was a secret tome that infused death energy, or 
      sagi
       , into nearby corpses or remains to turn them into undead.
    

    
      Today, I planned to use these to make Clatter grow.
    

    
      At the very least, it needed to move beyond flickering out like a lighter running out of gas, as it had earlier.
    

    
      My goal was to make it capable of handling 
      sagi
       on its own. 
    

    
      That was the level of growth I aimed for.
    

    
      Just then, I heard a presence behind me.
    

    
      “Hey. You’re here?”
    

    
      A handsome man wearing glasses, with a somewhat sleepy expression.
    

    
      It was Luis.
    

    
      “It’s weird seeing you without the old man’s face, man.”
    

    
      “Indeed.”
    

    
      “Your reaction’s so stiff.”
    

    
      “It is so.”
    

    
      Replying mechanically, Luis looked at Clatter.
    

    
      “Is this the guy?”
    

    
      “Yeah. What do you think?”
    

    
      Clatter had already stepped in front of me, shielding me from Luis.
    

    
      “Ha. Doesn’t it look reliable? I told you, it’s a trustworthy guy.”
    

    
      Instead of responding, Luis asked something else.
    

    
      “When did you learn necromancy?”
    

    
      “I didn’t learn it. I stole it.”
    

    
      As I slightly shook my upper body, the raven head of Raven, visible behind my shoulders, swayed side to side.
    

    
      Luis nodded with a look of understanding.
    

    
      “Then why didn’t you steal something better?”
    

    
      “What’s that supposed to mean? I told you, it’s trustworthy. Are you dissing Clatter?”
    

    
      “Yes. Because it’s a skeleton.”
    

    
      Luis was blunt.
    

    
      Clack!
    

    
      Clatter stomped its foot forcefully.
    

    
      It swung its fist in the air, expressing its anger in its own way.
    

    
      But…
    

    
      “Hmm. I can’t exactly deny that.”
    

    
      At my response, Clatter turned to look at me.
    

    
      Its empty eye sockets were filled with a sense of betrayal and hurt.
    

    
      “Ahem. But it’s fine. You won’t be a skeleton anymore. You’re going to change from now on.”
    

    
      Clack!
    

    
      Perhaps because its skull was empty, Clatter was simpler than I expected.
    

    
      Anyway.
    

    
      “Did you see that? It just expressed emotions.”
    

    
      “To my eyes, it just looks like a dumb skeleton.”
    

    
      “It can even handle 
      sagi
      .”
    

    
      “I read your letter. But that’s the part I find hardest to believe.”
    

    
      Because it’s a skeleton.
    

    
      Luis’s expression said as much.
    

    
      What a negative guy.
    

    
      Fine. 
    

    
      Showing it once is better than explaining a hundred times.
    

    
      “You brought it, right?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      Luis took out a notebook from his pocket and handed it to me.
    

    
      “This is a list of the strongest individuals buried here, carefully selected. But as you’ll see, most of them are villains who were beheaded at the execution grounds.”
    

    
      “It’s a cemetery. Of course.”
    

    
      Knights who achieved fame are laid to rest in cathedral graveyards or the Hall of Heroes, but villains with unknown origins are either burned or buried here in the Cemetery.
    

    
      I planned to use the latter as materials for Clatter.
    

    
      “Let’s see… Roughly narrowing it down, there’s the drug lord Rendas, the brothel knight Chiron, and the golden leg Radan. These three are the most notorious on the list. Their bodies are intact, too.”
    

    
      The more infamous they were, the more likely they were skilled in life.
    

    
      So, we spent an hour scouring the Cemetery Core and successfully secured three sets of remains.
    

    
      We moved to the Necromancer’s underground laboratory.
    

    
      I dropped the three sets of remains on the floor and placed Clatter in the center.
    

    
      “They’re in good condition.”
    

    
      The method to make Clatter grow was simple.
    

    
      Namely, [Thought Devouring].
    

    
      It was a skeleton’s unique trait, allowing it to absorb the thoughts of other undead to grow stronger.
    

    
      From now on, I would use [Understanding of Death] to gather the deathly aura—*sagi*—that filled this Cemetery.
    

    
      Then, I would pour all that 
      sagi
       into the three corpses.
    

    
      Next, I would use [Beltus-Style Revival] to resurrect those three corpses and have them fight Clatter.
    

    
      If Clatter won that battle, it would absorb their thoughts and become something beyond a skeleton.
    

    
      But if it lost—
    

    
      …Well, I’d have to find another way.
    

    
      “It’ll lose.”
    

    
      “It won’t.”
    

    
      “Don’t you know why skeletons are considered low-tier undead, even with a trait like [Thought Devouring]?”
    

    
      I know.
    

    
      Because they can’t use [Thought Devouring].
    

    
      They can’t defeat any undead to begin with, so how could they use the trait?
    

    
      “I’ve never seen or heard of a skeleton like that.”
    

    
      “You’re looking at one right now.”
    

    
      Clatter had already survived a battle against enhanced ghouls on its own.
    

    
      That alone proved it wasn’t an ordinary skeleton.
    

    
      If I had to find more reasons, there was the fact that it expressed emotions despite being a skeleton and could faintly manipulate 
      sagi
      .
    

    
      Those two things alone made it worth trying.
    

    
      ‘I’m curious, too. What kind of person was Clatter in life?’
    

    
      “Why not use these three corpses to create a stronger undead instead?”
    

    
      “Sure, that’s an option. But do you think I’d choose such a disloyal method?”
    

    
      Clatter stared at me intensely.
    

    
      Its gaze felt surprisingly warm.
    

    
      For a being without eyeballs, it was remarkable how it conveyed such fervor. 
    

    
      The more I looked, the more unique it seemed.
    

    
      I stared back at Clatter.
    

    
      I sent it a look filled with trust, letting it know its master believed in it.
    

    
      “Or maybe you just didn’t know?”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      Goddamn perceptive bastards like him are the worst.
    

    
      “So, what’s its specialty? Swordsmanship? Martial arts?”
    

    
      “Don’t know.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Now that you mention it, I don’t know. The most basic thing.”
    

    
      Ignoring Luis’s blatant look of disdain, I asked Clatter.
    

    
      “What’re you good at? Sword? Spear? Or maybe a bow? What were you in life? Do you remember?”
    

    
      Clatter placed a hand under its chin. Like Rodin’s 
      The Thinker
      .
    

    
      So, I waited.
    

    
      Luis didn’t.
    

    
      When the wait exceeded five minutes, Luis suddenly let out a sigh.
    

    
      “Master.”
    

    
      “Yeah. Speak.”
    

    
      “I understand what you’re hoping for. Given the situation, you probably want to cling to even the faintest hope.”
    

    
      Faintest hope.
    

    
      Is that how it looked?
    

    
      “But no matter how I think about it, this method won’t work. That thing will never survive. Because…”
    

    
      “It’s just a dumb low-tier skeleton?”
    

    
      “Yes. You know it well.”
    

    
      Luis continued.
    

    
      “Skeletons are undead created without any attachment to life. But these villains are different. They died on the execution block. How strong must their attachment to life and their grudges be? They won’t revive as low-tier skeletons. They’ll be at least Skull Warriors.”
    

    
      Skull Warriors were a higher tier of undead than ghouls.
    

    
      “Even better. If it defeats and absorbs them, how strong will Clatter become?”
    

    
      “You’re really optimistic.”
    

    
      Am I optimistic?
    

    
      Maybe that’s how it looked to Luis.
    

    
      But as I said earlier, I was just trusting my judgment, [Gaius’s Insight], and Clatter.
    

    
      And one more thing.
    

    
      “Luis. What’s a thief’s virtue?”
    

    
      Luis’s eyes narrowed behind his glasses.
    

    
      “Is that important right now?”
    

    
      “It’s important. You’re betraying it right now.”
    

    
      “…!”
    

    
      “Faith and loyalty. The core values passed down since Shadow was founded, and the very will we must uphold now.”
    

    
      Luis’s pupils widened as he looked at me.
    

    
      “Clatter is my chosen familiar, a trustworthy subordinate, and a comrade and my comrade is your comrade, too. Yet you’re telling me to abandon my comrade for the sake of a mission.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “Luis. Mission or comrade. What’s more important to you?”
    

    
      Are you a thief?
    

    
      That’s what I was asking.
    

    
      Luis’s subsequent action showed no hesitation.
    

    
      “I’m sorry, Master.”
    

    
      He immediately bowed.
    

    
      “My thinking was shortsighted.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      I looked at him silently.
    

    
      I understood.
    

    
      How could I not?
    

    
      Luis was the one who cared for and thought of Shadow more than anyone.
    

    
      It was just a matter of choice.
    

    
      Given the situation, to Luis, who was racing toward the grand cause of “guild reconstruction,” the mission might have seemed more important than a comrade.
    

    
      But not for me.
    

    
      A belief that wavers due to circumstances is no better than a hollow facade. 
    

    
      It’s better off not existing.
    

    
      On the contrary, I believed that for Shadow to be rebuilt, comrades bound by trust were even more necessary.
    

    
      Luis had realized that, albeit belatedly.
    

    
      I turned my head.
    

    
      Clatter, having finished thinking, was staring at me intensely.
    

    
      The skull’s empty sockets revealed nothing but pitch-black darkness. 
    

    
      But upon closer inspection, the thoughts—the source of an undead—resided within.
    

    
      I faced those thoughts.
    

    
      A subtle feeling washed over me.
    

    
      It was familiarity.
    

    
      At the core of the emotions in Clatter’s gaze, I could see a deep, long-standing familiarity.
    

    
      It was different from the bond a familiar feels toward its summoner.
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      Now that I thought about it, it was like this when I first met Clatter, too.
    

    
      Back then, I had briefly questioned this blind, inexplicable sense of familiarity.
    

    
      This time, it wasn’t brief.
    

    
      I was curious.
    

    
      “Clatter. Who the hell are you?”
    

    
      And Clatter answered.
    

    
      Not with its usual clacking jaw, but with action.
    

    
      Its movements were smooth, like a dancer’s.
    

    
      At times, they felt disciplined, like a soldier’s.
    

    
      It was martial arts.
    

    
      So, was Clatter a martial artist who mastered martial arts in life?
    

    
      But upon closer inspection, something felt off.
    

    
      The arms sweeping through the air weren’t swinging or striking—they looked like they were throwing something.
    

    
      The finger bones groping the air weren’t part of a dance but seemed to be caressing something.
    

    
      And at some point, I realized those overall movements felt strangely familiar.
    

    
      Yes. It was definitely a vision I knew.
    

    
      That’s why I could tell.
    

    
      Why its movements felt awkward and what was needed to complete that awkwardness.
    

    
      Tiing!
    

    
      I drew a dagger from my waist and threw it.
    

    
      Clatter reached out and naturally caught the flying dagger. 
    

    
      It was as if the dagger was smoothly absorbed into its hand.
    

    
      After that, the awkwardness completely vanished.
    

    
      Shadow’s Dagger Arts and I wasn’t the only one who realized it.
    

    
      “Magello…?”
    

    
      Luis, who had raised his head at some point, was staring at Clatter with an expression of disbelief.
    

    
      And the moment I heard the name he uttered, I understood the source of the familiarity I had felt all this time.
    

    
      Magello.
    

    
      The master of the fourth seat among the four constellations that served Shadow.
    

    
      And ten years ago, during the chaos of the ‘Fall of the Moon,’ the one who held the escape route until the end so that Gerard and Luis could flee.
    

    
      He was, in the past, a benefactor to both me and Luis.
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      Chapter 46: Terror (3)
    

    
      What determined the rank of an undead was not only the strength they possessed in life but, more importantly, their obsession with life.
    

    
      The greater this obsession, the stronger the undead.
    

    
      Conversely, the weaker it was, the weaker the undead.
    

    
      This meant that not every renowned knight in life became a Death Knight.
    

    
      Without obsession, even someone with the potential to become a Death Knight would rise as a skeleton.
    

    
      Just like the case before my eyes.
    

    
      One of the Four Seats, Magello.
    

    
      Having saved me and Luis, fulfilling his final mission, he faced death without any lingering regrets. 
    

    
      Thus, the man who was once Shadow’s greatest master of Dagger Arts in his lifetime had become a skeleton after ten years.
    

    
      The important thing was this.
    

    
      Of course, his memories from life would likely be reduced to a few fragments of habits etched into his bones. 
    

    
      Yet, buried in the cemetery, he answered Raven’s call and came to us.
    

    
      Wasn’t this what they called fate?
    

    
      “It’s fate.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “That day, there were many comrades whose bodies we couldn’t even recover. But Magello-nim has returned to us and at our most desperate moment!”
    

    
      Suddenly, Luis shouted, overcome with emotion.
    

    
      ‘What’s with this guy all of a sudden?’
    

    
      This side of him was new, and honestly, it was quite bewildering.
    

    
      It was interesting, sure, but not enough to warrant such an overreaction.
    

    
      As I cautiously wondered if he might have schizophrenia, Luis spoke again.
    

    
      “What’s with that lukewarm expression? Isn’t this a great situation?”
    

    
      “No, it’s good. It’s great.”
    

    
      “This is proof that the Goddess of Night is watching over us.”
    

    
      “What’s with all this goddess talk? It’s just me being awesome.”
    

    
      “This is a touching moment. Please don’t ruin the mood.”
    

    
      “No, it’s true. I found Clatter, and I brought us here.”
    

    
      Luis’s brow furrowed.
    

    
      “Do you always have to pat yourself on the back to feel satisfied?”
    

    
      “It’s the truth and didn’t you just call it a mere skeleton earlier?”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “A mere skeleton, so let’s not waste time and find a more productive solution?”
    

    
      “Did I say that?”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      Luis clamped his mouth shut.
    

    
      Then, suddenly, he took off his glasses and started wiping them with a handkerchief.
    

    
      “I don’t recall.”
    

    
      This guy was shameless, even more than me.
    

    
      Anyway, the important thing was.
    

    
      “I found its specialty.”
    

    
      Dagger Arts.
    

    
      Since I was currently using Dagger Arts as my main skill, there couldn’t be a better double than this.
    

    
      I got to work immediately.
    

    
      Closing my eyes, I focused.
    

    
      Click, as I activated the Mana Circuit in my mind, the world around me, enveloping my body, changed. 
    

    
      It felt like swimming through a vast ocean current.
    

    
      The more Mana Circuits I opened, the more mana I could sense. 
    

    
      Currently, I could feel and control the mana within a five-meter radius around my body.
    

    
      Following the flow of the technique guided by [Understanding of Death], I converted all this mana into 
      Sagi
       (Death Energy).
    

    
      Crackle!
    

    
      When I opened my eyes, a fiercely swirling mass of deathly energy was gathered before me. 
    

    
      Though small, it was a lump of 
      Sagi
       condensed from an amount equivalent to a 4th Circle.
    

    
      “Wipe your face.”
    

    
      Luis handed me a handkerchief from the side. 
    

    
      Perhaps due to the heavy mental strain, my body was drenched in sweat. 
    

    
      I wiped the sweat and took out a flask of Lumigan Grass Root Tea from my Subspace, drinking it.
    

    
      “Phew! I’m alive again.”
    

    
      “Who’s the first?”
    

    
      I glanced at Luis, asking with my eyes.
    

    
      The first? 
    

    
      What was he talking about?
    

    
      “Are you planning to pit Magello-nim against those guys?”
    

    
      “Not Magello-nim, Clatter. That guy and this one are distinctly different entities.”
    

    
      Luis paused, then nodded.
    

    
      “You’re right. Let me rephrase. Which one will Clatter fight first, and in what order?”
    

    
      “What are you talking about? They’ll all fight at once.”
    

    
      Luis looked puzzled.
    

    
      “Sorry, I must’ve misheard. Could you repeat that?”
    

    
      “You heard right.”
    

    
      “……You’re joking, right?”
    

    
      “Nope. All of them. At once. So, one against three. You got that right.”
    

    
      “No way…….”
    

    
      Luis’s mouth flapped like a fish.
    

    
      He wanted to argue, but he was so dumbfounded that his words got tangled in his head.
    

    
      Normally, he wouldn’t act like this. 
    

    
      I was seeing a lot of new sides to Luis today.
    

    
      “……Just to be sure, are you actually insane, Master?”
    

    
      “You’re being a bit harsh to your Master.”
    

    
      “You’re the harsh one! We finally found a way to complete the request, so why are you trying to ruin it?”
    

    
      “Who was it that was whining about it being just a skeleton earlier? What? Now you’re suddenly worried?”
    

    
      “Of course I’m worried. I’m always worried about you, Master.”
    

    
      Bullshit.
    

    
      I chuckled and brushed it off.
    

    
      I knew what Luis was worried about.
    

    
      We didn’t know what kind of undead those three remains lying there would become.
    

    
      As executed villains, their obsession would be considerable.
    

    
      As I mentioned earlier, they could become Skull Warriors. 
    

    
      In the worst case, a Ghost Knight might emerge.
    

    
      Even in one-on-one fights, these were undead that a skeleton would struggle to defeat.
    

    
      But did an undead’s rank always equate to strength?
    

    
      “There’s a saying, you know? Class is eternal.”
    

    
      At the same time, the mass of 
      Sagi
       in front of me split into three streams.
    

    
      “If Clatter is truly a skeleton risen from Magello’s remains, there’s more than enough chance of winning.”
    

    
      And the rewards would be far greater.
    

    
      The three streams of 
      Sagi
       seeped into the three corpses, forming their thoughts.
    

    
      [Beltus-Style Revival]
    

    
      Soon, grotesque sounds echoed through the area.
    

    
      Crack!
    

    
      Creak, creak!
    

    
      The bones writhing on the ground slowly began to rise.
    

    
      Their joints thickened, and their color darkened to black under the influence of their thoughts.
    

    
      A black body was the hallmark of a Skull Warrior.
    

    
      There were two of them.
    

    
      And the last one, the remains of Chiron, the brothel knight, gradually turned into gray smoke, soon forming a single shape.
    

    
      Hiss……
    

    
      Well, that’s a Ghost Knight.
    

    
      It actually showed up.
    

    
      Suddenly, I felt a stinging gaze from the side.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      As expected, a Ghost Knight would be a tough opponent for Clatter.
    

    
      A Ghost Knight couldn’t be harmed by physical attacks.
    

    
      So what should I do?
    

    
      Should I exclude the Ghost Knight from the fight?
    

    
      That’s what I thought for a moment.
    

    
      Then, a single line pierced through the air.
    

    
      Crack!
    

    
      The remains of Radan, in the midst of transforming into a Skull Warrior, collapsed in an instant.
    

    
      A shattered skull.
    

    
      Behind it was the dagger that had been in Clatter’s hand just moments ago.
    

    
      “Attacking during undead transformation! How cowardly!”
    

    
      I shouted in shock.
    

    
      Of course, despite my words about cowardice, my heart was filled with excitement and joy.
    

    
      Naturally.
    

    
      I wasn’t trying to insult.
    

    
      This was high praise.
    

    
      A thief should be cowardly, and Clatter, attacking an enemy defenseless during transformation, was a natural-born thief.
    

    
      And Clatter was.
    

    
      Far more cowardly than I’d imagined.
    

    
      Crack!
    

    
      Clatter’s next target was the other Skull Warrior, nearly done with its transformation. 
    

    
      It charged and struck the skull.
    

    
      It didn’t break.
    

    
      The skull of Rendas, the drug lord, wasn’t frail enough to shatter from one or two punches from Clatter.
    

    
      And by then, Rendas’s transformation was complete.
    

    
      Reborn as a Skull Warrior with its characteristic heavy frame.
    

    
      But soon, he collapsed to the ground.
    

    
      Clatter, unable to break the skull, had climbed atop him and twisted it off entirely.
    

    
      Then, Clatter lifted Rendas’s skull and slammed it repeatedly into the ground like breaking an ostrich egg.
    

    
      Thud! Thud! Thud!
    

    
      Black smoke seeped from the cracked skull.
    

    
      Thoughts.
    

    
      Absorbing them would allow Clatter to grow stronger, but the battle wasn’t over yet.
    

    
      Hiss──
    

    
      Suddenly, a sword shot out from the air, sweeping toward Clatter’s right side. 
    

    
      Clatter rolled away, barely dodging the Ghost Knight’s attack.
    

    
      “The Ghost Knight is too much, Master!”
    

    
      Luis shouted.
    

    
      I ignored him.
    

    
      Clatter, constantly tracking the Ghost Knight’s movements while occasionally scanning the surroundings, was not the image of someone who’d given up.
    

    
      It was the image of a thief searching for a way out.
    

    
      There was a chance.
    

    
      A single strike infused with 
      Sagi
      .
    

    
      It was just a fleeting moment, but if Clatter could hit the Ghost Knight’s weak point with the power it showed back at the dormitory, this fight could be won.
    

    
      But only once.
    

    
      That was the amount of 
      Sagi
       Clatter could currently handle, and right now, it didn’t even have a weapon.
    

    
      Then Luis shouted at me again.
    

    
      “Mast……!”
    

    
      The scene that followed plunged both me and Luis into a crucible of shock.
    

    
      Especially for Luis.
    

    
      Clatter suddenly lunged.
    

    
      But its position was directly behind Luis.
    

    
      “What the…….”
    

    
      Startled, Luis turned to see Clatter diving behind him.
    

    
      But he soon had to draw his sword from his waist.
    

    
      The Ghost Knight’s sword was looming right in front of his face.
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      Luis’s mana-infused sword clashed with the Ghost Knight’s in midair.
    

    
      And Clatter didn’t miss that opening.
    

    
      Luis’s long hair swayed for a moment.
    

    
      What shot out from within was a long, stark-white rib bone.
    

    
      The rib bone, soon dyed black with 
      Sagi
      , pierced the Ghost Knight’s chest precisely.
    

    
      Hiss……
    

    
      The Ghost Knight’s form dispersed.
    

    
      Its core, wrapped in thoughts, had been destroyed.
    

    
      Clatter hurriedly emerged from behind Luis. 
    

    
      Then it absorbed all the thoughts, not missing those of the other Skull Warriors either.
    

    
      Luis stared at the scene with an incredulous expression.
    

    
      “How’s that?”
    

    
      I approached and asked.
    

    
      “……Just. Impressive. In many ways.”
    

    
      He kept glancing at Clatter, letting out a wry chuckle, unsure whether to be angry or not.
    

    
      Honestly, I was amazed.
    

    
      Its cunning judgment as a thief was one thing, but its combat sense and boldness were what truly stood out.
    

    
      I knew Magello was the most outstanding in combat among the executives, but I didn’t expect this level. 
    

    
      I was grateful that his experience remained even in death.
    

    
      Clack!
    

    
      Then Clatter, having finished [Thought Devouring], came to me.
    

    
      I scanned Clatter’s appearance and deliberately exaggerated my reaction, shouting.
    

    
      “What’s this? It’s the same! No matter how I look, it’s just a skeleton!”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “Huh? Look, Luis. Nothing’s changed. No matter how you see it, it’s a dumb skeleton.”
    

    
      “……Fine, stop teasing. I was wrong.”
    

    
      I burst out laughing.
    

    
      “Alright, alright.”
    

    
      Its appearance hadn’t changed.
    

    
      But its presence was distinctly different. 
    

    
      Especially the intensity of the thoughts swirling in its empty eye sockets, far denser than before.
    

    
      Then Clatter held something out to me.
    

    
      The dagger I’d lent it earlier.
    

    
      I shook my head with a smile.
    

    
      “You keep it.”
    

    
      Clack?
    

    
      “Yeah. That’s right. A gift.”
    

    
      I glanced at Luis with a ‘That’s okay, right?’ look, and he shrugged.
    

    
      “As you wish, Master.”
    

    
      With that, its growth was complete.
    

    
      Having absorbed even the Ghost Knight’s thoughts, Clatter could now freely wield 
      Sagi
      . 
    

    
      The amount of 
      Sagi
       was sufficient too. 
    

    
      At this level, it could detonate the Beast Pouches in my place anytime.
    

    
      The final step left was disguise.
    

    
      No matter how loose a robe it wore, the face, neck, and hands’ skin would show beneath the hood. 
    

    
      Wandering around the Academy, where security had been tightened, like that would get it caught before the terror even began.
    

    
      That’s where Luis came in.
    

    
      In terms of disguise, no one could rival the greatest thief, the First Seat Yugen.
    

    
      Luis was his disciple.
    

    
      Click!
    

    
      Luis pulled a long bag from his waist and quickly mixed some chemicals from it, creating something.
    

    
      He applied it to Clatter, then attached artificial leather, identical to human skin, to its hands and neck bones, crafting a fairly convincing appearance.
    

    
      He finished with the eyes of some unknown animal.
    

    
      “Now that I see it, Luis, you’re freaking talented, huh?”
    

    
      “This is basic.”
    

    
      “Wow. Really? As expected. A thief needs to have at least one specialized skill. I thought all you could do was whine and nag, like some useless human. Do you know what a useless human is? Useless human.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “Haha. Why are you drawing your sword, Luis? It’s a joke. A joke.”
    

    
      And so, all preparations were complete.
    

    
      The day of the terror dawned.
    

    

  
    Chapter 47: Chapter 47

    
      Chapter 47: Terror(4)
    

    
      Dawn breaking at daybreak.
    

    
      I hadn't slept, but my mind was clearer than ever.
    

    
      In the middle of my room. 
    

    
      A strange man was staring at me.
    

    
      A man with messy blond hair full of knots, skinny to the point of looking even more sinister.
    

    
      Clatter!
    

    
      It's Clatter.
    

    
      “Clatter. When the operation starts, that jaw has to stay still.”
    

    
      Clat!
    

    
      “No. Just stay still from now on. Don't open your mouth at all. Okay? If you understand, nod your head.”
    

    
      Clatter nodded.
    

    
      “Good. First, let's see here…….”
    

    
      I glanced and rolled my eyes to look at the desk clock.
    

    
      06:00 AM.
    

    
      The time left until the operation is four hours from now.
    

    
      “First, take a look at this.”
    

    
      I pointed with my hand to the academy map spread out on the desk yesterday.
    

    
      “There's a forest over here on this side. Later, I'll summon you here at 10 o'clock. Ah, so…….”
    

    
      I opened the pocket watch and manipulated the hands arbitrarily to make it 10 o'clock.
    

    
      “……When the hands look exactly like this, you just need to go around the forest here and there sprinkling the beast pouches. Got it?”
    

    
      Nod─!
    

    
      “Smart one.”
    

    
      Clatter's mouth splits open long enough to show his teeth.
    

    
      It's good that he has skin now, so his expressions are varied. 
    

    
      But it also gives me a slight chill.
    

    
      It feels like looking at something in the uncanny valley.
    

    
      “Hey. Don't smile.”
    

    
      Clatter closed his mouth.
    

    
      Instead, he pouts his lips.
    

    
      “Yeah, whatever. Do as you like.”
    

    
      Grin.
    

    
      “Let's do a rehearsal once. Ah. Since it's practice, don't infuse death energy into the beast pouches, just pretend. You know what I mean.”
    

    
      I handed Clatter the pocket watch and the bundle containing the beast pouches.
    

    
      “This is inside the forest and it's just turned exactly 10 o'clock, operation time. So what do you have to do from now on?”
    

    
      Suddenly, Clatter lowered his posture sharply and hid his body behind the bed.
    

    
      Then he took out one beast pouch from the bundle and threw it, moved to another spot and threw again, repeating that about ten times.
    

    
      Since he didn't infuse death energy, the beast pouches didn't burst.
    

    
      I collected the beast pouches rolling on the floor, put them back in the bundle, and praised Clatter.
    

    
      “Good job.”
    

    
      Now the final check remains.
    

    
      “Death energy. Can you raise it?”
    

    
      As soon as the words ended, black smoke gathered in Clatter's hand.
    

    
      With this, the preparations were perfectly complete.
    

    
      “Good. Then let's do the practice twenty more times for the last time.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      After tormenting Clatter until 8:30, I left the dormitory.
    

    
      The place my steps were heading to was the faculty office on the second floor of the main building.
    

    
      I knocked lightly, and a clear voice came from inside.
    

    
      “Come in.”
    

    
      Creak.
    

    
      “Ah. You're here, Gerard?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Here. These are the teaching materials for today's class. I would have carried them myself if possible, but as you can see, there are too many.”
    

    
      “It's fine.”
    

    
      The teaching materials Professor Ilai pointed to were flower pots.
    

    
      The number is six.
    

    
      Even if Professor Ilai and I carry two each on both sides, one person would have to make one more round trip.
    

    
      “Sorry.”
    

    
      “This much is only natural to help with.”
    

    
      I lifted the large flower pots, tucking them under both arms. 
    

    
      Except for the pungent scent and the leaves tickling my cheeks, there was no discomfort.
    

    
      “Let's go.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      The eastern outskirts forest where the 1st period [Herbology] class is held.
    

    
      I placed the flower pots in the clearing used as the classroom and turned my body. 
    

    
      Because I had to go bring the remaining two flower pots.
    

    
      “Gerard? Wait a moment. I'll go with you!”
    

    
      Professor Ilai tried to follow, so I quickened my steps.
    

    
      I wanted to go alone. 
    

    
      I had to.
    

    
      “No. I'll just go and come back by myself.”
    

    
      In case she might follow, I quickly left the clearing.
    

    
      Tadak!
    

    
      At some point, I stopped and looked around.
    

    
      Hm. This should be about right.
    

    
      I summoned the subspace and called Clatter.
    

    
      Clatter, wearing a blue robe on the outside, lowered his posture immediately upon exiting the subspace. 
    

    
      Just like the form practiced in the room earlier.
    

    
      In one hand, the brown bundle containing the beast pouches and in the other hand, a bottle I hadn't seen before.
    

    
      That was the Hydra venom obtained from the necromancer's lab before.
    

    
      I was so busy I forgot about that too.
    

    
      But why did he bring that out?
    

    
      “What's that you're holding?”
    

    
      Clatter scratched his head.
    

    
      He also looked like he didn't know why it was in his hand.
    

    
      A habit from life, perhaps.
    

    
      I decided to just leave it. 
    

    
      He probably doesn't know how to use it anyway.
    

    
      After that, Clatter burrowed into the bushes like a nimble squirrel.
    

    
      Now the guy will hide in there and wait for the time. 
    

    
      I slightly pushed aside the branches, and inside the bushes, Clatter was staring intently at the pocket watch.
    

    
      I nodded satisfactorily and left the place.
    

    
      “This plant is called ‘Aurike,’ and though it looks ordinary on the outside, if you cut the stem like this…….”
    

    
      Time passed quickly.
    

    
      Professor Ilai, diligently teaching the class. 
    

    
      As her assistant, I was standing right next to her, listening to the lesson. 
    

    
      Occasionally assisting.
    

    
      “Gerard? Could you bring the golden Aurike?”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      While carrying the golden Aurike pot, I gauge the time.
    

    
      How much is left.
    

    
      My mouth is parched.
    

    
      I wanted to check the time, but being on the platform, I was conscious of eyes. 
    

    
      The numerous gazes of the 890th class juniors sitting in front were directed toward me and Professor Ilai.
    

    
      It should be about time for the terror to happen soon.
    

    
      I trust Clatter, but as some time passed with nothing happening, my anxiety started to burn.
    

    
      And around that time.
    

    
      The awaited reaction came.
    

    
      “The golden Aurike here is exactly the same as the Aurike I just showed. But why is it called golden? The reason is…….”
    

    
      The first to detect the suspicious sign was me, who had been waiting tensely.
    

    
      Exactly to the right in my field of view.
    

    
      Beyond the dense forest in the darkness, elongated shadows approaching our side came into view.
    

    
      Like a pod of dolphins leaping above the water surface, they leaped over the bushes and approached quickly. 
    

    
      Then at some point, they went into the bushes and became quiet.
    

    
      Having spotted the prey, they were lowering their bodies as much as possible while approaching.
    

    
      I slowly looked around.
    

    
      The place I'm standing now is on the platform. 
    

    
      The position where I can first notice the war-wolves' ambush and face it head-on.
    

    
      At the same time, the position where I can stand out the most to the cadets and Professor Ilai.
    

    
      If I stop this terror, not only will I succeed in the request, but I'll also gain trust as a cadet.
    

    
      In other words, it was an intentional position selection.
    

    
      While I was waiting for the terror like that, fiddling with the longsword at my waist.
    

    
      Shwaaa──
    

    
      The bushes shook violently.
    

    
      On a windless day, the suddenly shaking bushes were enough to evoke a strange sense of unease by themselves.
    

    
      So the lecture stopped abruptly.
    

    
      Professor Ilai, sensing the unusual atmosphere, closed the book and looked around with a hardened face.
    

    
      As the lecture stopped, the cadets tilted their heads.
    

    
      Three war-wolves leaped into the air.
    

    
      Shwak!
    

    
      The cadets blankly stared at them.
    

    
      The appearance of the war-wolves was so sudden and out of nowhere that their brains couldn't process it.
    

    
      I, who was at the very front,
    

    
      Keeng!
    

    
      Drew my sword and swung it.
    

    
      Three dog heads rolled on the ground.
    

    
      That was the start. 
    

    
      Numerous war-wolves simultaneously burst out of the bushes all at once.
    

    
      Kuhung!
    

    
      The scene turned into pandemonium in an instant.
    

    
      “M-Monsters aaaah!”
    

    
      “It's war-wolves! Why are these bastards here……!”
    

    
      At that moment, the war-wolves charging from the front line bounced back as if hitting something.
    

    
      The barrier Professor Ilai had deployed.
    

    
      “Gerard!”
    

    
      Professor Ilai called me in an urgent voice.
    

    
      “I can't hold it for long!”
    

    
      I know.
    

    
      It was hastily deployed, and dozens of war-wolves are pounding on the barrier.
    

    
      But that alone was enough.
    

    
      “Everyone, attention!”
    

    
      The cadets' gazes gathered on me.
    

    
      “Don't panic. Don't look pathetic.”
    

    
      “……!”
    

    
      “Once or twice is fine, but this is the third time. It's time to get used to it. Right?”
    

    
      Perhaps surprised by my leisurely appearance that didn't fit the situation.
    

    
      The kids all blinked their eyes.
    

    
      “During the last swamp orc incident, I thought this. If the same thing happens next time, then I'll act like this. You guys are the same. You must have imagined in your heads the best actions you can take in your positions.”
    

    
      A junior who met my eyes nodded.
    

    
      “Yes. I did.”
    

    
      “Me too!”
    

    
      “Now is the time to realize those imaginations.”
    

    
      The momentum changes.
    

    
      Now week 3.
    

    
      It's not even a month since entering the academy, but indeed, the best study is real combat experience.
    

    
      The kids' responses were swift. 
    

    
      Considering their positions and situations, they started mutually complementing each other, filling in the gaps, and taking positions.
    

    
      And at the center of that was me.
    

    
      “Those who can't use magic, fall back. Check if there are any running away. Or if there are any sneaking through gaps.”
    

    
      “Yes! Senior!”
    

    
      “Gwyn.”
    

    
      “Yes!”
    

    
      “You protect the psychology department kids with your friends. The rest, join me at the front to block the war-wolves.”
    

    
      And then.
    

    
      Crack, the barrier broke.
    

    
      Kuhung!
    

    
      The war-wolves charged all at once.
    

    
      I led the martial arts department kids and ran to meet them.
    

    
      The war-wolf faces gradually getting closer.
    

    
      Sharp eyes and teeth. 
    

    
      Spiky fur and rough wildness close enough to touch the skin.
    

    
      Boom, with an explosion, the two forces collided.
    

    
      “Kill them!”
    

    
      “Don't get pushed back!”
    

    
      War-wolves are smaller in size and weaker in strength than swamp orcs.
    

    
      But they were agile and flexible. 
    

    
      With my high agility, it doesn't matter how many, but if the number to face alone exceeds three, it's burdensome for the cadets.
    

    
      So I looked toward Professor Ilai and shouted.
    

    
      “Professor Ilai!”
    

    
      “I know!”
    

    
      As if waiting, dazzling radiance filled the clearing.
    

    
      Kyaaak!
    

    
      Kyaeng!
    

    
      The war-wolves' momentum weakened further.
    

    
      Her divine power sweeping the battlefield momentarily slowed the monsters' movements. 
    

    
      Conversely, it increased the allies' stamina and strength.
    

    
      “Sweep them all away!”
    

    
      It was the start of the massacre.
    

    
      “Haaah!”
    

    
      “You dog bastards! Die! Die!”
    

    
      “Don't get excited! There are variants mixed in!”
    

    
      “Huh? Ah. H-Here! Uwaaa! What is this guy! Why is it so big!”
    

    
      A war-wolf standing on two feet is fiercely pressuring one cadet.
    

    
      I immediately ran that way.
    

    
      “S-Senior! Be careful! This guy's hide bounces off swords!”
    

    
      It's not the hide.
    

    
      The special ability of variant war-wolves is [Guardian of the Wind]
    

    
      [A thin wind membrane protects the guy's hide.]
    

    
      But my sword imbued with mana easily pierced through it.
    

    
      Puwahak!
    

    
      The war-wolf pierced by the sword convulses once. 
    

    
      I kicked the guy away and shouted.
    

    
      “When a variant appears, dodge! Me and Ivan! Yuria! And Karina will handle them!”
    

    
      “There's a variant here!”
    

    
      “Here too!”
    

    
      “Yuria! Over here!”
    

    
      “Uwaaaaah! Help me, Ivan!”
    

    
      After that, it was a melee.
    

    
      The ground was dug up and trees fell in droves from the aftermath of the battle. 
    

    
      The cabin used as a rest shelter during breaks had a hole punched in the wall, exposing the inside, and the rock used as the platform was split in half.
    

    
      Running until my soles were soaked in sweat, before I knew it, the only one left alive was one variant.
    

    
      The guy was felled as my sword pierced through its [Guardian of the Wind] and forehead simultaneously.
    

    
      Thud.
    

    
      As soon as the last war-wolf fell, the cadets burst out with the tension and excitement they had been holding back and cheered.
    

    
      “Waaaah! We wonnn! We won!”
    

    
      “We blocked it ourselves! Different from last time!
    

    
      “Wow. I thought I was gonna die, for real.”
    

    
      “Idiot. Die? How? With Senior Gerard and the professor here!”
    

    
      I looked at that scene contentedly.
    

    
      Though it was a result I already knew, happiness is good whether you know it or not, good at any moment.
    

    
      So when Professor Ilai's murmur reached my ears, I wanted to deny it.
    

    
      “……Why is one person missing?”
    

    
      I turned my head to look at her.
    

    
      Her face, who had been counting the headcount, was pale.
    

    
      As if saying ‘It can't be,’ she checks the numbers again.
    

    
      I felt the same.
    

    
      Right.
    

    
      It can't be.
    

    
      Because I checked everything.
    

    
      Clearly, there are no casualties.
    

    
      There shouldn't be any in the first place.
    

    
      Even if there are a hundred war-wolves, in a battle with Professor Ilai, who is a healer and supporter like a gas station.
    

    
      The battle might take long, but casualties? They can't happen.
    

    
      ‘Then what went wrong?’
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      “Um…….”
    

    
      One cadet timidly raised her hand.
    

    
      A familiar face.
    

    
      ‘Luna. Filler.’
    

    
      One of Karina Zain's followers.
    

    
      And as soon as I saw her, I could realize who the missing person here was.
    

    
      A faint unease flows down my spine.
    

    
      Come to think of it, in the battle just now, I have no memory of seeing ‘flame.’
    

    
      No.
    

    
      Then who is the thief that Karina saw.
    

    
      saw?
    

    
      “Gerard──!”
    

    
      Professor Ilai's shout came from behind, but I ignored it and ran.
    

    
      To the place I had agreed to meet Clatter.
    

    

  
    Chapter 48: Chapter 48

    
      Chapter 48: Terror (5)
    

    
      I didn’t entertain pointless thoughts like, 
      If those two fought, who would have the higher chance of winning?
    

    
      Clatter was my summoned creature, and Karina Zain was one of the key characters driving the main story.
    

    
      No matter who won, it would be the worst possible outcome for me.
    

    
      A truly infuriating, shitty situation.
    

    
      “Damn it.”
    

    
      Yeah, it was a mistake.
    

    
      Ivan wasn’t the only one who had grown compared to the original story.
    

    
      Whether they were friends, rivals, or heroines, it was only natural that anyone with even the slightest connection to Ivan would be positively influenced. 
    

    
      I had completely overlooked that.
    

    
      And the fact that Karina harbored an extraordinary hatred for thieves.
    

    
      “I thought too lightly of it.”
    

    
      I should have planned more meticulously or at least given Clatter specific warnings.
    

    
      What good was regret after the situation had already unfolded?
    

    
      I had to find them quickly before things got worse.
    

    
      Fortunately, I hadn’t lost my wits and was able to track them down.
    

    
      Rustle.
    

    
      Karina, hiding her body, was glaring at the bushes across from her.
    

    
      I immediately grasped the situation.
    

    
      Clatter was hiding in the bushes opposite her.
    

    
      The two were locked in a standoff, each waiting for an opportunity.
    

    
      Karina was preparing for an ambush.
    

    
      And Clatter was waiting for Karina to fall into a trap.
    

    
      Right in front of the bushes, a thin wire—likely set up by Clatter—was strung across.
    

    
      If Karina moved even slightly forward, the sharp wire would pierce her fair skin in a hair-trigger moment.
    

    
      But Karina didn’t approach further.
    

    
      Instead—
    

    
      Whoosh!
    

    
      She summoned a long, flaming spear in an instant.
    

    
      Before I could take any action, Karina hurled it forward.
    

    
      Boom!
    

    
      The flaming spear sliced through the air and exploded the moment it hit the thorny bushes.
    

    
      Karina sprang to her feet.
    

    
      “Got… you?”
    

    
      Her triumphant shout fell flat as Clatter emerged unscathed from the flames and bolted away.
    

    
      “No way! How is there no damage at all…?”
    

    
      That was my chance.
    

    
      I hurriedly approached and grabbed her wrist.
    

    
      Karina, who had been about to pursue Clatter again, flinched in surprise and looked at me.
    

    
      “…What the? Gerard?”
    

    
      Her delicate brow furrowed sharply.
    

    
      “Let go of this right now! You’re making me lose them!”
    

    
      Karina swung her arm fiercely.
    

    
      I ignored her and gripped her arm even tighter.
    

    
      “Calm down and look ahead. There’s a trap!”
    

    
      “So what?!”
    

    
      Karina let out a shrill scream. 
    

    
      She glanced in the direction Clatter had fled, but Clatter had already vanished.
    

    
      A deflated sigh escaped her lips.
    

    
      “…Ah.”
    

    
      For a moment, the arm I was holding went limp.
    

    
      When I quietly released her, her arm drooped like a puppet with its strings cut.
    

    
      She stared vacantly at the spot where Clatter had disappeared.
    

    
      Then, her face, as she turned to me, was contorted with a mix of complex emotions.
    

    
      Anger, hatred, frustration.
    

    
      “Why did you do that…?”
    

    
      Her eyelashes, tinged with moisture, trembled faintly.
    

    
      “Why. Why on earth did you stop me? Why did you save a thief? Answer me, right now or I’ll kill you.”
    

    
      Each word, spat out as if chewed, pierced my skin like a blade.
    

    
      “I didn’t save a thief. I saved you from falling into a trap.”
    

    
      “Don’t give me that crap!”
    

    
      Thud!
       Karina slammed her staff into the ground.
    

    
      In an instant, a spell circle formed, and the flames that had been burning the thorny bushes rose into the sky.
    

    
      The most powerful magic among Karina’s current Visions, [Berserk Flame].
    

    
      It was a potent yet dangerous spell, but knowing this performance was merely her way of venting anger, I stayed still.
    

    
      “A trap? Getting caught in some measly trap is far less important to me than catching a thief! Got it?!”
    

    
      I understood.
    

    
      I wasn’t oblivious to her desire to gain fame by catching a thief and exacting personal revenge.
    

    
      But that’s not my concern.
    

    
      To me, saving Clatter was far more important than her revenge.
    

    
      “Who asked for your help?”
    

    
      “No one.”
    

    
      “Then? Then why the hell did you do it?”
    

    
      “I told you. I saved you.”
    

    
      In truth, this wasn’t just empty words.
    

    
      Now that I looked closely, the trap wasn’t just a simple sharp wire.
    

    
      Hydra Venom.
    

    
      It was coated with that.
    

    
      If I hadn’t come, Karina would have been poisoned, her body paralyzed, and Clatter might have killed her.
    

    
      No, Clatter definitely would have.
    

    
      I had instructed Clatter, “Don’t get caught by anyone during the job.”
    

    
      “And I’m your senior, aren’t I?”
    

    
      At my words, Karina let out a hollow laugh.
    

    
      “Insane. You think I’d consider someone like you a senior?”
    

    
      “Hmm. Given the current situation, even a passing dog wouldn’t think so.”
    

    
      Her breathing grew ragged at my consistently calm demeanor.
    

    
      Just then, Professor Ilai’s voice rang out.
    

    
      “Karina! Gerard!”
    

    
      Professor Ilai came running over in a hurry.
    

    
      She immediately checked our conditions.
    

    
      “Are you okay? Any injuries? Gerard, come here first. Hurry!”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      Karina, who had canceled her magic, trembled as she glared at me.
    

    
      Then, with a deep sigh, she mouthed something at me.
    

    
      “I’ll make you pay for today.”
    

    
      And with that, she turned and disappeared toward the others.
    

    
      It was meant as a warning, but it didn’t feel particularly threatening or worrisome, so I didn’t think much of it.
    

    
      I had achieved my goal anyway.
    

    
      The mission was a success, and I had made a decent impression on the others.
    

    
      Sure, I had completely burned my bridges with Karina.
    

    
      But since she and I were like cops and robbers, I figured a little more conflict wouldn’t be a big deal.
    

    
      We were never meant to get along in the first place.
    

    
      At least, that’s what I thought back then.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      “So, to sum it up, you’re saying you did it to save Karina?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      My advisor, Chaser Idna, scratched his cheek, alternating between looking at my face and the report I had written.
    

    
      Then he glanced to the side.
    

    
      There, Department Head Pirion stood with his arms crossed, his gaze fixed on me.
    

    
      His eyes were as cold as ice.
    

    
      Then, he spoke abruptly.
    

    
      “So you’re saying you already knew there was a trap.”
    

    
      Though it was a sudden question, I nodded without hesitation.
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “How?”
    

    
      “I was being cautious. There are many scenarios where a villain turns the tables, but one of the most common is exactly this kind of moment. The moment you pursue a fleeing enemy. In other words, when I mistakenly think I have the upper hand.”
    

    
      A glint briefly flashed in Pirion’s eyes.
    

    
      “I was taught never to let my guard down when dealing with villains. So I was more vigilant than usual, which allowed me to notice the trap before Karina, who was solely focused on catching the thief and there was a smell.”
    

    
      “A smell?”
    

    
      “Yes. A fishy, dangerous stench you’d only find in an ancient swamp.”
    

    
      Chaser, who had been listening, chimed in.
    

    
      “Actually, Professor Ilai said the wire was coated with a highly dangerous biological poison.”
    

    
      “I see.”
    

    
      Pirion stared at me intently before speaking in a low voice.
    

    
      “Well done.”
    

    
      For a moment, I thought I had misheard and looked at Pirion.
    

    
      “Well done”?
    

    
      It was a praise I occasionally heard from Professor Ilai or Baron Tesda, the student affairs head, but Pirion’s carried a different weight.
    

    
      I knew Pirion was sparing with praise, given his heavy demeanor.
    

    
      But his next reaction confirmed I hadn’t misheard.
    

    
      He opened a drawer, pulled out something, scribbled on it with a pen, and handed it to me.
    

    
      A Merit Point.
    

    
      Chaser, standing nearby, looked surprised.
    

    
      “Huh? You’re giving him a Merit Point?”
    

    
      “He earned it.”
    

    
      “Wow, nice! Lucky you, Gerard! Didn’t you need credits?”
    

    
      He was right.
    

    
      Merit Points.
    

    
      They could substitute for course credits and were essential for early graduation.
    

    
      With a mountain of classes I needed to retake, there was no better reward for me than this Merit Point.
    

    
      Honestly, I hadn’t expected it, so receiving it unexpectedly made it feel even better. 
    

    
      I struggled to keep my lips from curling up as I bowed.
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      Pirion waved his hand, signaling me to leave, so I exited the department head’s office.
    

    
      Chaser, who had followed me out at some point, walked beside me, matching my stride.
    

    
      “Early graduation, huh?”
    

    
      I chuckled.
    

    
      “No way.”
    

    
      “No way, my ass. You got Merit Points for the Honorary Merit Medal last time, and now this. If Yuria’s grades go up, you’ll get more, right?”
    

    
      “Yuria?”
    

    
      “Don’t play dumb. You’re aiming for the Mentor System rewards, aren’t you? Hmm? Hmm?”
    

    
      Chaser poked my side with a knowing look.
    

    
      I waved him off, chuckling, but didn’t deny it.
    

    
      “If I can, I will. I’ve got a ton of messes to clean up from the past. Tsk.”
    

    
      “Keep at it. I’m rooting for you.”
    

    
      I looked at Chaser at those words.
    

    
      He was grinning broadly, showing his white teeth.
    

    
      Rooting for me, huh.
    

    
      I hadn’t particularly tried to win Chaser’s favor or build a relationship with him.
    

    
      But for some reason, he seemed to have a positive view of me.
    

    
      Baron Tesda’s influence probably played a big part, but I liked to think my efforts to clean up my image had contributed a little too.
    

    
      It felt… like I was being rewarded for the path I’d walked. 
    

    
      A strange, ticklish feeling stirred inside me.
    

    
      I just felt good.
    

    
      “Oh, I almost forgot to mention.”
    

    
      Chaser clapped his hands together.
    

    
      “Watch out for Allen.”
    

    
      “Why? Is he having another mental breakdown?”
    

    
      At my question, Chaser burst out laughing, clutching his stomach.
    

    
      Come to think of it, there was one thing we had in common that made it inevitable we’d get along.
    

    
      We both 
      really
       disliked Department Head Allen.
    

    
      “Hey, you little punk. Is that how you talk about a professor?”
    

    
      “Not exactly the words I’d expect from a professor who just laughed his ass off.”
    

    
      “Ahem. Fair point. Anyway.”
    

    
      Chaser cleared his throat and continued.
    

    
      “Allen seems to think it’s your fault Karina lost the thief, so avoid him if you can and don’t even think about going near the west wing for a while.”
    

    
      The west wing of the main building housed the Psychology Department’s offices, including Allen’s, so the chances of running into him were high. It was practically his territory.
    

    
      “Got it?”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      I didn’t have any reason to go there anyway.
    

    
      I was just grateful for Chaser’s concern.
    

    
      “What’s next? Classes should be done for the day.”
    

    
      “What about you, Professor?”
    

    
      “Me? I’m off work, obviously.”
    

    
      He flashed a grin and gave a thumbs-up.
    

    
      “I’ve got evening training with Yuria. But first, I need to grab some food.”
    

    
      I casually tossed out a lie.
    

    
      “Busy guy.”
    

    
      “Gotta be.”
    

    
      “Heh. Alright, see you later.”
    

    
      I watched Chaser walk away, waving, then looked up.
    

    
      The sun had already set, and the sky was pitch-black, as if splashed with ink.
    

    
      The sight reminded me of someone’s face, probably crouching and waiting for me, so I quickened my pace.
    

    
      “…Ugh, I gotta hurry.”
    

    
      I needed to retrieve Clatter from the eastern outskirts forest quickly.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      “You’re going out?”
    

    
      At the personnel officer’s question, Karina Zain nodded.
    

    
      “What’s the reason?”
    

    
      “I’m going to visit my family for a bit. It’s been a while, and I want to have a meal with my parents.”
    

    
      “Alright. Don’t be late for class tomorrow.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      Karina smiled and bowed.
    

    
      At the Academy’s front gate, she boarded a carriage bound for Icata, and the smile vanished from her face like it had been washed away.
    

    
      “Ah.”
    

    
      “So annoying,”
       she muttered under her breath.
    

    
      In truth, Karina had no such plans for a family meal.
    

    
      Until just yesterday, her mind had been consumed with thoughts of thieves.
    

    
      How could she catch them?
    

    
      How could she gain attention at the Academy?
    

    
      At first, it was for trivial reasons.
    

    
      Attention and recognition.
    

    
      She had always been the best and intended to remain so.
    

    
      She had to be the most beautiful, the most outstanding, and the most noticed cadet at the Academy.
    

    
      But the less-than-a-month she had spent at the Academy had changed much for Karina.
    

    
      She was outperformed in evaluations, lost her assistant role in Herbology.
    

    
      Nothing went as planned, and to top it all off, a commoner was climbing the ranks, driving her to the brink of fury.
    

    
      So she made a bet.
    

    
      But that bet became the start of a dreadful enmity.
    

    
      The recent memory of being helplessly beaten by a thief was seared into her mind like a brand.
    

    
      No. Could she even call it a “fight”?
    

    
      “…I couldn’t do anything.”
    

    
      Karina bit her lip hard.
    

    
      Recalling that day made her side ache and her breath catch in her throat.
    

    
      What made her stomach churn even more was that while she had been crushed like this, Yuria, the one she had bet against, had caught an escaped villain and a thief, earning a medal.
    

    
      And people were making a fuss about her being the heir to some magic sword.
    

    
      “Idiots who don’t even know magic. Hyping up something so inflated.”
    

    
      Everything had been a mess since she entered the Academy.
    

    
      Frowning, Karina cast her gaze out the carriage window.
    

    
      The carriage had left the mountain path and was now passing through the city, entering Royal Road, the empire’s central street.
    

    
      In truth, Karina knew a solution to all these problems.
    

    
      Catch the thief.
    

    
      “And not just any thief—the one who seemed to be their leader.”
    

    
      That alone would naturally resolve all the tangled situations and stresses plaguing her.
    

    
      She could exact personal revenge, restore her fallen status, and no longer have to see those irritating names in the daily papers.
    

    
      Why?
    

    
      Because the empire would be buzzing with talk of her for days.
    

    
      “Heh.”
    

    
      That was exactly why she was heading to the Zain estate now.
    

    
      Soon, the carriage arrived at a luxurious mansion.
    

    
      The guard at the front gate shouted in surprise the moment he saw her step out.
    

    
      “Miss? What brings you here unannounced…?”
    

    
      “Long time no see, Kiran. Where’s Father?”
    

    
      “The master is currently out. Oh, let me inform—”
    

    
      “No, stop! It’s fine, just quietly call for Butler Yudro. Keep my visit today a secret from Father. And from everyone else.”
    

    
      “Yes, ma’am. One moment.”
    

    
      Soon, Kiran returned with a kind-looking butler.
    

    
      Butler Yudro bowed respectfully upon seeing Karina.
    

    
      “It’s been a while, Miss.”
    

    
      “Sorry for coming without notice, Yudro. I have some business. Could you open the underground library?”
    

    
      “The underground library?”
    

    
      “I need to look up some materials for class. Please.”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      Karina entered the underground library with Yudro.
    

    
      The underground library, a repository of the Zain family’s history.
    

    
      It housed countless records of the Zain family’s battles against villains over the years.
    

    
      “I’ll take my leave now.”
    

    
      “Thanks, Yudro.”
    

    
      Karina walked confidently into the library.
    

    
      She stopped before a bookshelf marked with the most recent year and reached out.
    

    
      An incident log written by Zairo Zain.
    

    
      Its contents detailed an event from ten years ago.
    

    
      Flip—
    

    
      The Shadow, a thief guild that once ruled Icata’s nights.
    

    
      The log chronicled the war against them, known as the 
      Fall of the Moon
      , from Zairo Zain’s perspective.
    

    
      Most nobles believed the 
      Fall of the Moon
       was merely a thief eradication that happened overnight.
    

    
      But this log told a different story.
    

    
      Operation name: Purification.
    

    
      And “Purification” was a meticulously planned and executed operation led by the Magic Corps over a long period.
    

    
      Thus, the log detailed the thieves’ characteristics, habits, and Visions.
    

    
      It also included Zairo’s various interpretations.
    

    
      Some of these shattered Karina’s preconceptions about thieves entirely.
    

    
      As she read, Karina’s expression grew increasingly shocked.
    

    
      “No way. This is what real thieves are?”
    

    
      The thieves Zairo described weren’t petty criminals working alone, robbing homes, nor were they insignificant compared to knights or mages.
    

    
      “This… is on a different scale.”
    

    
      From individual homes to alleyways, markets, Royal Road, noble estates, and even the imperial palace.
    

    
      There was nowhere their influence didn’t reach.
    

    
      They were everywhere.
    

    
      Before she knew it, Karina was so engrossed in the log that she lost track of time.
    

    
      When facing thieves, nothing is more foolish than assuming you know everything about them. You must keep all possibilities open. They are unpredictable beings. The comrade you trusted yesterday might be today’s thief.
    

    
      But even they had a weakness.
    

    
      Karina’s eyes gleamed.
    

    
      “…A weakness?”
    

    
      Thievery. 
    

    
      What they called a “job” was an exhausting, sensitive task that required abandoning rest and focusing all nerves on one point. 
    

    
      This inevitably disrupted their daily lives, leading to an unavoidable “change.”
    

    
      So, pay attention to change.
    

    
      Observe closely for anyone around you who has changed. Their attitude, personality, appearance, environment. Is there someone different from before?
    

    
      “Someone different from before…”
    

    
      As she muttered, tracing her memories, Karina’s lips pressed into a thin line.
    

    
      In a flash, someone’s face crossed her mind.
    

    
      He was once infamous as the Academy’s failure.
    

    
      But his current actions were anything but those of a failure.
    

    
      Far from a failure, he was elevating the Academy’s prestige with exemplary behavior.
    

    
      He was rewriting history day by day, even receiving the Honorary Merit Medal for capturing a villain—the first in 17 years.
    

    
      His name was—
    

    
      “Gerard.”
    

    
      Her eyes, staring into the void, were now trembling wildly with disbelief and confusion.
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      Gerard? Really?
    

    
      The thief’s prowess displayed in the cemetery was still vividly etched in Karina’s memory.
    

    
      His magic skills were so exceptional that one could mistake him for a mage.
    

    
      Looking back now, there were many sloppy aspects, but regardless, his abilities were the real deal.
    

    
      And those frenzied eyes that mercilessly beat her were branded into her mind like a scar.
    

    
      But—
    

    
      All of this was Gerard’s doing?
    

    
      The thought that the face of that dim-witted senior was behind that horrific skeleton mask?
    

    
      Honestly, it didn’t add up.
    

    
      But…
    

    
      Karina shook her head vigorously.
    

    
      With a deep breath, she calmed her trembling heart.
    

    
      This wasn’t a matter to approach emotionally.
    

    
      She needed to analyze it step by step with coolheadedness.
    

    
      Karina circulated her mana to clear her mind.
    

    
      As her head became sharper, the clues she had gathered while pursuing the thief floated to the surface.
    

    
      The thief, in her mind, was someone intimately familiar with the Academy’s inner workings. 
    

    
      Otherwise, they couldn’t navigate the Vault and Research Wing as if it were their own home.
    

    
      It wasn’t a professor.
    

    
      To begin with, professors were individuals who had built reputations across the empire, their identities, ideologies, and skills thoroughly vetted.
    

    
      First-year cadets were also ruled out. 
    

    
      Those who had just entered the Academy were still adjusting to its system.
    

    
      Excluding professors and first-years.
    

    
      That naturally left the Academy’s security team, senior cadets, and a few staff members, and Gerard fell into the category of senior cadets.
    

    
      “That guy knew about the pond in the eastern outskirts forest, which even the professors didn’t know about.”
    

    
      And there were many odd things about what happened this morning.
    

    
      She was the one chasing the thief.
    

    
      Yet, in that vast forest, he found her almost immediately.
    

    
      That wasn’t all. 
    

    
      It was strange that he knew about a trap she hadn’t noticed, and it was strange that he let the thief escape.
    

    
      “And he said he was saving me? That crazy bastard.”
    

    
      Thinking of the brazen expression Gerard wore made Karina grind her teeth.
    

    
      All the evidence pointed to him being the thief.
    

    
      The only thing that nagged at her was that he had received a medal for capturing a villain.
    

    
      If Gerard truly was the thief, it would mean he betrayed his comrades to earn that medal, which seemed somewhat questionable.
    

    
      But as soon as she read about the habits of thieves in the log, her doubts were easily dispelled.
    

    
      To make their jobs easier, thieves often disguised themselves as the most deplorable individuals.
    

    
      But there were exceptions.
    

    
      Some thieves built up high reputations and trust, using that to conceal their true identities.
    

    
      A prime example was “Black Knight Adgar.” 
    

    
      He was universally recognized as a just and honorable knight, but his other identity was the master of the Shadow thief guild.
    

    
      Even the brightest fame casts a shadow, and thieves hide within it.
    

    
      “That’s it.”
    

    
      Gerard was the same.
    

    
      As the recipient of the Honorary Merit Medal, who would suspect him of being a thief?
    

    
      “They wouldn’t even consider it.”
    

    
      To think he would kill a former comrade to gain fame.
    

    
      It was truly a sinister tactic.
    

    
      “No, it’s because he’s sinister that he’s a villain.”
    

    
      Anyway.
    

    
      It felt like the fog that had clouded her mind was clearing.
    

    
      Karina closed the log and stood up. 
    

    
      Her body tingled with anger and anticipation, making it impossible to stay seated.
    

    
      “How dare he toy with me…?”
    

    
      Karina trembled with rage. 
    

    
      The brazen expressions and hypocritical tones Gerard had directed at her were unbearable.
    

    
      Especially that smug face, claiming he saved her, not helped the thief.
    

    
      How much must he have been mocking her inwardly? 
    

    
      She wanted to storm into Gerard’s dormitory right then and there.
    

    
      But not yet.
    

    
      No matter how fiery and impulsive her usual temperament was, she wasn’t so lacking in self-control as to act recklessly without a plan.
    

    
      Besides, all this was just circumstantial, wasn’t it?
    

    
      To catch Gerard, she needed definitive evidence to completely ensnare him.
    

    
      “Phew. Patience. I need preparation.”
    

    
      She couldn’t afford to repeat her mistakes.
    

    
      Karina already knew from past experiences that confronting Gerard head-on was dangerous.
    

    
      She needed allies and she had a force behind her that was stronger and more reliable than anyone.
    

    
      Her family.
    

    
      But even as a member of the Zain family, she couldn’t recklessly wield their power.
    

    
      “First, I need to secure evidence.”
    

    
      The Zain family’s support would come after that.
    

    
      If she could mobilize their power, Gerard would be like a rat in a trap.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      I stared at Luis with wide eyes.
    

    
      [What did you say?]
    

    
      [Indefinite standby.]
    

    
      The unexpected news made my mind go blank for a moment.
    

    
      Indefinite standby?
    

    
      [Not the next mission?]
    

    
      [No.]
    

    
      That’s strange.
    

    
      According to the original story, the beast terror incidents in Chapter 1 should occur four times in total. 
    

    
      Starting with the war-wolf, the attacks should continue relentlessly until the final boss battle.
    

    
      But now, there was a sudden halt. 
    

    
      There was no reason for that.
    

    
      For someone like me, who knew the original plot, this was like a bolt from the blue.
    

    
      [Why the standby?]
    

    
      [It seems an incident occurred within the Cult.]
    

    
      [What? An incident within the Cult?]
    

    
      I quickly ran through the main story of 
      Heroes of Frey
       in my head, but no specific event came to mind.
    

    
      Of course.
    

    
      At this point, there was no such thing as an incident within the Cult.
    

    
      That left only one possible conclusion.
    

    
      This was a butterfly effect caused by my actions. 
    

    
      In other words, the future had changed.
    

    
      [Find out what the incident is.]
    

    
      [I’ve already investigated.]
    

    
      As expected of Luis.
    

    
      [Report.]
    

    
      [It’s said a prisoner escaped and apparently, they fled with some crucial information.]
    

    
      [Crucial information?]
    

    
      [Yes. Unfortunately, I couldn’t find out what that information was. My apologies.]
    

    
      I waved my hand to indicate it was fine.
    

    
      A prisoner escaped, huh.
    

    
      It was definitely an episode I’d never heard of. 
    

    
      Naturally, it didn’t exist in the main story.
    

    
      That meant the cause of this incident was definitely tied to 
      me
      .
    

    
      But how exactly was this connected to me?
    

    
      The thought, 
      Could the prisoner be someone I know?
       flashed through my mind.
    

    
      Then, a face popped into my head.
    

    
      The artifact thief.
    

    
      Wow. 
    

    
      Come to think of it, I completely forgot about that guy.
    

    
      Seeing my expression, Luis sent a Whisper.
    

    
      [Do you have someone in mind, Master?]
    

    
      [Yeah. Not certain, but I’m about 77 percent sure.]
    

    
      [Who is it?]
    

    
      I told him, and Luis nodded.
    

    
      [It’s probably safe to raise that to 96 percent.]
    

    
      [Oh, a 19 percent jump?]
    

    
      [Given the context, it seems almost certain it’s him.]
    

    
      [Yeah, it does, doesn’t it?]
    

    
      [Yes.]
    

    
      I swallowed a groan.
    

    
      [Then this is a good thing for us, isn’t it? Whatever it is, he’s someone who disrupted our plans.]
    

    
      [But he escaped.]
    

    
      [It’s only a matter of time before he’s caught.]
    

    
      Considering the Cult’s power, I fully agreed with Luis.
    

    
      The fact that they caught him with just the clue of “a thief who exclusively targets artifacts” was a testament to their strength.
    

    
      But on the other hand, a question arose.
    

    
      If you flipped it around, it could be seen this way:
    

    
      Who the hell was this guy who managed to pull a fast one on the Cult and escape their prison?
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      I recalled my brief but intense encounter with him.
    

    
      Overall, he was a mediocre guy.
    

    
      Average swordsmanship and an outdated One Hand Musket.
    

    
      His combat ability was, at best, that of a standard knight, which made escaping a Cult branch nearly impossible.
    

    
      —Or so I thought, until I remembered his peculiar movements, which I had overlooked.
    

    
      “Right. That was beyond imagination.”
    

    
      [Sorry?]
    

    
      [Oh, that guy. I just remembered he used a strange Vision back then.]
    

    
      A bizarre Vision where black smoke enveloped his lower body.
    

    
      Its astonishing speed, instantaneous acceleration, and unnatural directional shifts had briefly thrown me into confusion.
    

    
      [Right, that. How did I forget about it?]
    

    
      [Back then, you were probably focused on obtaining 
      Dagger Shift
      .]
    

    
      [Oh, yeah, that’s right.]
    

    
      I was on my way to retrieve a lost advanced Vision, so of course I wouldn’t have paid attention to another Vision.
    

    
      [But what kind of Vision was it that’s got you so intrigued?]
    

    
      I described the characteristics of the Vision I saw to Luis.
    

    
      But what was this? 
    

    
      Luis’s reaction afterward was odd.
    

    
      […Is that true?]
    

    
      [What’s with you? Why’re you lowering your voice all of a sudden?]
    

    
      [If what you say is true, Master, those are the characteristics of 
      Dark Sprint
      , an advanced Vision of the Shadow.]
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      I couldn’t help but blurt out loud.
    

    
      Luckily, no one was around, but I wasn’t even paying attention to that.
    

    
      That wasn’t the important part.
    

    
      “That’s the Vision we lost?”
    

    
      [Calm down, Master. It’s not confirmed yet.]
    

    
      Right. It wasn’t confirmed.
    

    
      But it was a highly plausible theory.
    

    
      No, honestly, I thought it was 
      very
       likely. 
    

    
      I didn’t know every Vision in 
      Heroes of Frey
      , but I’d never seen an advanced Vision with those effects before.
    

    
      So calming down wasn’t easy.
    

    
      If that really was the advanced Vision we were searching for—
    

    
      I had almost handed that treasure over to the Cult with my own hands.
    

    
      “Ugh, what a mess.”
    

    
      It was just a throwaway excuse to distract the Cult and Narsi.
    

    
      But for it to come back like this?
    

    
      This was too unsettling. 
    

    
      I needed to act fast. 
    

    
      I shouldn’t create regrets in the first place, but if I did, I had to fix them as soon as possible.
    

    
      [Luis, can we secure him before the Cult does?]
    

    
      Luis’s eyes widened slightly at me.
    

    
      [But that would mean directly interfering with the Cult’s plans.]
    

    
      [Can’t be helped.]
    

    
      Luis frowned but soon nodded in agreement.
    

    
      A Vision was the foundation of the guild.
    

    
      Even if it was just circumstantial, that alone was enough justification to drop everything and act.
    

    
      [I’ll move immediately.]
    

    
      With that, Luis vanished.
    

    
      “If that guy escaping the Cult turns out to be a good thing for us, that’d be something.”
    

    
      We had the same information as the Cult.
    

    
      The guy’s appearance with an eyepatch and his ownership of a rarely used One Hand Musket.
    

    
      The outcome would depend on who was better at tracking, and Luis was an expert in that field.
    

    
      I’d trust and wait.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      I was pondering the advanced Vision as I headed back to the dormitory.
    

    
      The moment I saw a figure standing under a tree in front of the male dormitory’s main gate, all thoughts of the advanced Vision vanished.
    

    
      If it were anyone else, I might have passed by without a second thought. 
    

    
      But when the figure was Karina Zain, that changed everything.
    

    
      “What’s she doing over there?”
    

    
      I quietly observed her for a moment.
    

    
      Karina was hiding behind the tree, stealing glances toward the male dormitory.
    

    
      Naturally, Ivan’s face came to mind. 
    

    
      After all, in the original story, the two were lovers.
    

    
      “Has the heroine flag already been raised?”
    

    
      It was still too early for them to develop feelings, but… come to think of it, with the future already altered, what did the main story matter now?
    

    
      There must have been some connection between them that I wasn’t aware of.
    

    
      It had nothing to do with me.
    

    
      Step.
    

    
      I was about to ignore her and keep going when Karina, sensing my presence, turned to me and looked startled.
    

    
      “Eek! W-What?”
    

    
      “Gerard.”
    

    
      “Why are you coming from behind…?”
    

    
      “How long have you been here…? Were you watching me?”
    

    
      It seemed she wasn’t listening to my responses.
    

    
      She was so flustered that her face turned bright red, and she started babbling as if she’d been caught scheming.
    

    
      “You look like you’re in pain. If you’re hurt, go to the infirmary. Don’t just stand here. I’ll pretend I didn’t see that.”
    

    
      As a senior, I offered concern and leniency before moving to pass her, but Karina hurriedly grabbed me.
    

    
      “Wait!”
    

    
      Having regained her usual haughty demeanor, Karina crossed her arms and asked,
    

    
      “Where are you coming from?”
    

    
      “Training.”
    

    
      “Training at this early hour? Since when?”
    

    
      “Three months ago.”
    

    
      “Every day?”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      Karina fell silent.
    

    
      She wasn’t lost in thought. 
    

    
      Her sharp eyes were scanning my appearance.
    

    
      The moment I saw that look, a chilling possibility hit me.
    

    
      No. I didn’t know yet.
    

    
      It could be paranoia, so I needed to gauge her reaction first.
    

    
      “What? Is there a problem?”
    

    
      At my question, Karina gave a faint smile and shook her head.
    

    
      “But? What are you doing in front of the male dormitory at this early hour?”
    

    
      “Hmm, do I have an obligation to answer you?”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “Exactly. So you don’t need to know.”
    

    
      Karina brushed past me.
    

    
      Then, with the clack of her heels, she disappeared toward the female dormitory.
    

    
      “…Is she actually insane?”
    

    
      I already knew this, but her ability to remind me of it every time we met was impressive in its own way.
    

    
      Maybe I should have beaten her up more during Ged’s rescue.
    

    
      “What a shame.”
    

    
      The moment I muttered that, I immediately activated the thievery skill [Detection].
    

    
      Karina’s presence faded as she moved out of sight, completely vanishing. 
    

    
      Just to be sure, I expanded my perception, but no other presences were detected.
    

    
      Confirming no one else was around, I slowly moved.
    

    
      Behind a thick tree, big enough to hide a person. 
    

    
      The exact spot where Karina had been hiding moments ago.
    

    
      I mimicked the posture she had taken.
    

    
      Leaning slightly forward, I looked toward the male dormitory.
    

    
      “…As expected.”
    

    
      Ivan’s room wasn’t visible from this spot.
    

    
      The A-Wing, where the 890th class stayed, was blocked by the C-Wing and couldn’t be seen from this angle.
    

    
      Thus, the building directly in front was the C-Wing.
    

    
      For reference, the C-Wing was where the 888th class third-years resided.
    

    
      Let’s think.
    

    
      Among the 888th class male cadets, who would Karina Zain be so interested in that she’d secretly spy on them?
    

    
      Who among the 888th class cadets had any connection to her?
    

    
      No matter how much I thought, only one person fit the bill.
    

    
      Gerard.
    

    
      Me.
    

    
      Conclusion.
    

    
      Karina was suspecting me.
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      "80 percent?"
    

    
      Considering she acted on it, it might be over 90 percent.
    

    
      I washed off sweat in the bathroom, checked the lecture schedule, prepared for class, and got dressed... My body kept moving, but my mind was filled with thoughts of the earlier encounter.
    

    
      "Anyway, she's almost certain."
    

    
      Why?
    

    
      I clicked my tongue.
    

    
      Where did I slip up?
    

    
      I didn’t know. 
    

    
      Reviewing my past operations, I couldn’t recall any mistakes or traces left behind.
    

    
      "Still, it’s just suspicion for now, right?"
    

    
      If there was clear evidence, Karina wouldn’t have been sneaking around spying like that. 
    

    
      She’d have used her family’s power to pressure me directly.
    

    
      Then there was no need to rush.
    

    
      No matter how much Karina was of the Zain bloodline, she was just a fledgling cadet right now. 
    

    
      Without physical evidence, the Zains wouldn’t move, and the image I’d built up so far wasn’t something to dismiss lightly.
    

    
      "The key is clear evidence that I’m a thief."
    

    
      Given her fiery personality, I could vividly picture how she’d act going forward.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Karina’s execution was surprisingly swift.
    

    
      The next morning, while I was jogging as usual at dawn, I heard another set of running footsteps right behind me.
    

    
      Tap! Tap!
    

    
      At first, I didn’t pay it any mind.
    

    
      I wasn’t the only one training physically.
    

    
      Even now, a few cadets were running along the tree-lined path of the jogging course, so it wasn’t strange for someone to be following me.
    

    
      But when they stuck closely to my tail for over 20 minutes, that was a different story.
    

    
      Especially when,
    

    
      "Haa! Haa!"
    

    
      They were making such rough breathing noises, blatantly drawing attention—how could I not notice?
    

    
      Looking back, as expected, Karina was there, grimacing with a scowl. 
    

    
      Her clothes were soaked with sweat, looking heavy.
    

    
      I stopped running and asked,
    

    
      "What are you doing?"
    

    
      "You... 
      huff
      ! Don’t you see? I’m training, 
      cough
      ! Training!"
    

    
      Karina, stopping right in front of me, was panting heavily. 
    

    
      Her red hair, cascading like a waterfall, swayed side to side with each heaving breath.
    

    
      "To me, it looks like you’re torturing yourself."
    

    
      At this rate, she might actually pass out.
    

    
      "Hoo. P-Physical stamina is essential for mages too, you know!? Haa. Haa."
    

    
      "Is that so?"
    

    
      "Yeah..."
    

    
      Karina straightened up, nodding.
    

    
      For her sake, I stepped aside.
    

    
      "What’s that?"
    

    
      Her sharp, narrowed eyes momentarily formed a question mark.
    

    
      "What? You said you’re training."
    

    
      "...And you?"
    

    
      "I’m taking a break."
    

    
      Saying that, I sat on a nearby bench, and Karina’s question mark turned into bewilderment.
    

    
      "Not running?"
    

    
      "Well, I mean..."
    

    
      "Got something to say? Oh, maybe you want to run with me?"
    

    
      Instantly, deep creases formed between Karina’s brows.
    

    
      "Are you crazy? What kind of nonsense is that...?"
    

    
      She immediately took off, moving away.
    

    
      She glared at me once in the middle, and I sensed a brief hesitation in her gaze.
    

    
      "Such pride."
    

    
      I chuckled.
    

    
      Well, it made her easier to handle, which was nice.
    

    
      From that point on, Karina’s persistent obsession and tailing continued relentlessly.
    

    
      While eating lunch, I felt a gaze and looked to see Karina sitting there.
    

    
      During a break, I stepped out briefly and returned to find the state of my desk subtly different from before.
    

    
      She showed up unannounced at the training hall, where she rarely came, and just glanced at me without training.
    

    
      Even during a lecture, I felt a gaze, turned around, and caught her ducking under the window in a hurry.
    

    
      Considering first-year lectures were held at the same time, it meant she was skipping her own classes to spy on me.
    

    
      Her dedication was truly impressive.
    

    
      "But everything she does reeks of amateur."
    

    
      No matter how exceptional her magical talent—said to be a once-in-a-century gift—tailing someone and gathering information was an entirely different skill set.
    

    
      She might be a perfected mage, but as an investigator, she was utterly hopeless.
    

    
      And so, Karina’s meaningless, fruitless actions continued into one late afternoon.
    

    
      While heading back to the dorm after training with Yuria, a thought struck me, and I asked,
    

    
      "Karina, you know. Is she attending classes properly these days?"
    

    
      The sudden mention of her name seemed unexpected, as Yuria’s dark eyes sparkled.
    

    
      "Karina? Why her all of a sudden?"
    

    
      "Just curious."
    

    
      "I don’t know, I don’t pay attention to her."
    

    
      Yuria answered shortly and turned her head.
    

    
      What? Did I do something wrong?
    

    
      "Senior, are you interested in Karina too?"
    

    
      Every muscle in my face twisted as if I’d heard something horrific.
    

    
      "That’s the biggest nonsense I’ve heard this year."
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      "But what’s with the ‘too’? Who’s interested in me?"
    

    
      "Karina asked me the same thing today. About you. When and where you meet, what you usually do."
    

    
      I see.
    

    
      After tailing me for over three days without any results, she must be desperate.
    

    
      Still, I didn’t expect her to approach Yuria, whom she disliked, to ask. It meant she was cornered.
    

    
      "What did you say?"
    

    
      "I didn’t answer."
    

    
      "Really?"
    

    
      "Yeah."
    

    
      "And then? What’d she say?"
    

    
      "She just made a face like she bit into something nasty and left."
    

    
      The scene vividly played out in my mind. 
    

    
      A laugh slipped through my slightly parted lips.
    

    
      "Pffft."
    

    
      "Funny?"
    

    
      "Yeah. That’s so you, Yuria."
    

    
      "Is that a compliment?"
    

    
      "Of course it’s a compliment. Good job."
    

    
      I felt her glance from the side. 
    

    
      The corners of her mouth twitched, suggesting her mood had lifted.
    

    
      "...Ahem. She seems to be skipping classes more than usual. There were a few times she wasn’t there when attendance was called."
    

    
      "Karina?"
    

    
      "Yeah. You asked about her class attitude earlier. That’s the answer."
    

    
      That was enough.
    

    
      Satisfied, I naturally shifted the topic.
    

    
      "Anyway, about when you used [Freeze] earlier. It’s good to use it on opponents, but you should also consider using it on yourself..."
    

    
      After parting with Yuria and returning to my dorm room, I collapsed onto the bed, lost in thought.
    

    
      "She asked Yuria about me..."
    

    
      That action alone told me Karina’s current state.
    

    
      Her patience was at its limit.
    

    
      It was time for that frustration to burst out.
    

    
      And sure enough.
    

    
      "Hey. Got a minute?"
    

    
      While I was jogging at dawn as usual, Karina blocked my path and bluntly demanded,
    

    
      "Meet me at the Lodge Café after third period. I know you’re free then, so don’t even think about bailing."
    

    
      Feigning ignorance, I asked,
    

    
      "Why? Treating me to lunch?"
    

    
      Karina twisted the corner of her mouth.
    

    
      "Yeah."
    

    
      And so, at noon as agreed.
    

    
      Entering the Lodge Café, I saw Karina sitting alone among the crowded tables filled with cadets and staff. 
    

    
      As I approached, her eyes curved into a slight smile as she looked up at me.
    

    
      "You came? Thought you wouldn’t show."
    

    
      "No reason not to, if you’re buying."
    

    
      I did hesitate a bit, but if I didn’t show, I’d never shake off her suspicions.
    

    
      "Or should I leave?"
    

    
      "No. Sit down quick."
    

    
      I sat across from Karina.
    

    
      On the table were two cups of coffee, likely just ordered, alongside a cake.
    

    
      "I got coffee, that okay? It’s good here."
    

    
      Karina said, gracefully lifting her cup to her lips.
    

    
      Knowing her childish taste, it just looked like she was putting on airs.
    

    
      More importantly, the Lodge Café.
    

    
      Now that I thought about it, this wasn’t a great location.
    

    
      "What about food? I’m hungry."
    

    
      "Before that."
    

    
      Tap
      , she set down her coffee cup.
    

    
      "Last Thursday. Remember that dawn?"
    

    
      Of course I remembered.
    

    
      It was a day I could never forget.
    

    
      "What were you doing that day?"
    

    
      Karina cut straight to the point.
    

    
      Last Thursday. 
    

    
      That was the day I killed someone.
    

    
      A horrific psychopathic murderer, Cave.
    

    
      Cutting the cake with one hand, I answered as casually as possible,
    

    
      "Fought a villain who infiltrated the Academy. Got a medal for it."
    

    
      ‘Didn’t you know?’ my question implied, and a sly smile curled on Karina’s lips.
    

    
      That smile’s meaning was painfully clear.
    

    
      It was you, wasn’t it? The thief.
    

    
      And as expected.
    

    
      "I’m not asking about that. Before that. Before you fought the Head Collector. What were you doing then?"
    

    
      Right. Karina was throwing her trump card.
    

    
      I glanced around. 
    

    
      Sigh
      .
    

    
      Maybe I shouldn’t have come.
    

    
      "Where are you looking? Not answering?"
    

    
      "Why do you want to know?"
    

    
      "Just curious. What, don’t want to answer? Or can’t?"
    

    
      Hmm. 
    

    
      Before fighting Cave, I was beating you up.
    

    
      I barely held back from blurting that to her face.
    

    
      "Late-night training."
    

    
      "Seriously. Late-night training?"
    

    
      "Yeah. I was training when an alarm went off near the Research Wing. That’s when I ran into the villain."
    

    
      "So you were training near the Research Wing? Or are you just insanely fast? You seemed pretty fit from your morning runs..."
    

    
      Karina’s smile deepened.
    

    
      At that point, I set down my fork with a 
      tap
      .
    

    
      "Hey. If you’ve got something to say, stop beating around the bush. It’s pissing me off."
    

    
      "Heh. Shall I? Actually, I know everything."
    

    
      "Oh, what exactly?"
    

    
      Karina’s face leaned closer.
    

    
      Her red lips moved inches from mine.
    

    
      And from them, a soft whisper.
    

    
      "You. You’re a thief."
    

    
      I pulled back and met Karina’s gaze.
    

    
      Her eyes, once playful, now glinted sharply, devoid of humor.
    

    
      As expected, she came out swinging.
    

    
      In that case, there was only one attitude I could take.
    

    
      Shamelessness.
    

    
      I blinked.
    

    
      With a look that said, ‘What kind of nonsense is this?’ I pointed at myself and asked,
    

    
      "Thief? Me?"
    

    
      "Yes."
    

    
      "Whoa. Since when?"
    

    
      Our gazes locked in the air.
    

    
      Coincidence or not.
    

    
      The noisy surroundings briefly fell silent, and with my sharp perception, I could feel her heart beating faster and faster.
    

    
      Karina was nervous. 
    

    
      She was pretending otherwise, but.
    

    
      She was also channeling mana, ready for any sudden move.
    

    
      Hmm, this wasn’t good.
    

    
      "Stop dodging. I know everything."
    

    
      "So you called me here for this? To catch me if I’m a thief?"
    

    
      "Obviously. The Lodge Café is in the heart of the Academy, right? No matter how slippery a thief you are, you can’t escape from here."
    

    
      I didn’t deny it.
    

    
      I’d been feeling glances from around us for a while. 
    

    
      People sensing Karina’s fluctuating mana. 
    

    
      The very issue I’d been most wary of.
    

    
      Namely, the presence of professors.
    

    
      Hoo
      , I let out a sigh.
    

    
      Not acting, but genuinely.
    

    
      Honestly, I didn’t expect Karina to come at me so intelligently and aggressively. 
    

    
      She was different from the Karina I knew, which was quite surprising.
    

    
      "If I’m not a thief, what are you gonna do?"
    

    
      "That’s not possible, which is why I’m doing this."
    

    
      "Why am I a thief?"
    

    
      "Want me to tell you?"
    

    
      She must’ve thought it was over.
    

    
      I didn’t even ask, but Karina rattled off reasons why I was a thief.
    

    
      How I instantly found her confronting Clatter a few days ago, how I was in a position to know the Academy’s systems and inner workings in detail.
    

    
      Plus, the suspicious two-year gap and the contradictions in my changed attitude, contrary to the rumors circulating in the Academy.
    

    
      Listening quietly to Karina, one thought crossed my mind.
    

    
      The Zains were not to be underestimated.
    

    
      I felt blindsided.
    

    
      It wasn’t a trace or mistake from my operations, but the very lifestyle of a thief that she’d dug into to raise suspicions. 
    

    
      To think she could deduce it that way—my head was buzzing.
    

    
      Karina was right.
    

    
      No matter how perfect a thief, the subtle changes and distortions create an unavoidable sense of incongruity.
    

    
      The Zains knew that, meaning this situation was inevitably going to happen someday.
    

    
      In other words, even if I’d executed my operations flawlessly, I would’ve faced the Zains’ suspicion eventually.
    

    
      Right now, it was just pure luck that it was Karina. 
    

    
      If I’d been unlucky, I might’ve faced another Zain blood relative.
    

    
      Hmm. 
    

    
      Was this also tied to the death flags that would arise later?
    

    
      There was no way to confirm, but what I needed to do next was clear.
    

    
      Confront it head-on.
    

    
      "So, ultimately, there’s no tangible evidence, huh?"
    

    
      "Hmph. Bluffing?"
    

    
      "You’re the one bluffing."
    

    
      Karina shrugged.
    

    
      "Fine. You’re right. There’s no evidence, and it’s all my speculation. But did you think I came here without any preparation?"
    

    
      As expected, she had a hidden card.
    

    
      What Karina pulled from her pocket was a fist-sized transparent crystal orb.
    

    
      Inside the orb was a small, pure white bead that looked like an eyeball, surrounded by intricate magical runes.
    

    
      The Eye of Truth.
    

    
      An artifact of the Zain family that detects the subtle emotional fluctuations when someone lies, determining whether their answer is true or false.
    

    
      Usable only by Zain blood relatives, its symbolic and practical value was beyond monetary measure.
    

    
      "If there’s no evidence, I’ll just make it. No need to explain what this is, right?"
    

    
      "Yeah. I know."
    

    
      At my response, Karina briefly wore a strange expression, staring at me intently.
    

    
      Her face scrunched up, as if something displeased her.
    

    
      "You really know what it is?"
    

    
      "Yeah, I know."
    

    
      "Then why no reaction? This ‘Eye of Truth’ can prove you’re a thief and it’s not like you can escape this situation. So why."
    

    
      "Sorry. I should’ve gasped in awe at your perfect plan. My bad."
    

    
      "That’s not what I mean!"
    

    
      Karina shouted shrilly, losing her temper.
    

    
      "What’s with the calm act? Aren’t you scared? Nervous?"
    

    
      Not really.
    

    
      The ‘Eye of Truth’ was indeed an excellent artifact for detecting lies, but it wasn’t omnipotent.
    

    
      Artifacts have ranks.
    

    
      The ‘Star’s Blessing,’ which blocks all harmful effects or attacks that invade the wearer’s mind, outclasses the ‘Eye of Truth,’ made from a mere beast’s eye, in both ability and compatibility.
    

    
      To me, the owner of the ‘Star’s Blessing,’ the [True Sight] of the ‘Eye of Truth’ was ineffective.
    

    
      So when Karina pulled it out, I inwardly cheered.
    

    
      If I used it right, I could turn this situation around.
    

    
      "Why would I be nervous?"
    

    
      "Because you’re a thief."
    

    
      "Are you actually insane? I’m not. Just use that thing now."
    

    
      Karina twisted the corner of her mouth.
    

    
      "Ha! I was just about to..."
    

    
      "But a warning first. If I’m not a thief, you’ll pay dearly for suspecting me."
    

    
      "Seriously. What could someone like you even do?"
    

    
      "Oh, I can."
    

    
      Meeting her mocking gaze, I clearly enunciated a name.
    

    
      "Ever heard of Luslo? A Royal Dream reporter I met at the award ceremony a few days ago."
    

    
      Royal Dream reporter.
    

    
      The smirk vanished from Karina’s face in an instant.
    

    
      "If I tip this story to him, what do you think will happen? Should be interesting. The headline could be... hmm, something like, ‘Zain Family’s Daughter Accuses Honorary Merit Medal Recipient of Theft?’"
    

    
      "...!"
    

    
      "Once that news breaks, all eyes will be on us. Then we use the Eye of Truth in front of the public."
    

    
      I was betting my reputation.
    

    
      But Karina had to bet her own and the Zain family’s reputation. 
    

    
      Meaning, she had more to lose if she failed.
    

    
      "If I’m not a thief... what happens to you then?"
    

    
      Karina’s pupils were trembling wildly.
    

    
      I knew what she was worrying about.
    

    
      Embarrassment was one thing, but something else mattered more to her.
    

    
      Namely, the succession.
    

    
      A scandal like this wouldn’t tarnish the glory of the Zain family. 
    

    
      But it was enough to put a dent in Karina’s personal career.
    

    
      That dent could affect the ongoing succession struggle and potentially hinder her in the future succession decision—no one could predict how.
    

    
      That uncertainty was Karina’s weakness.
    

    
      "Y-You dare threaten me?"
    

    
      "Not at all. You’re sure I’m a thief, right? I’m giving you a chance. A chance to catch the thief who’s been plaguing the Academy, in front of everyone."
    

    
      Karina’s hand, holding the ‘Eye of Truth,’ trembled.
    

    
      The confidence and bravado from earlier were gone.
    

    
      For Karina, this moment was like a gamble, and in gambling, momentum was key.
    

    
      We faced off in silence.
    

    
      Karina glared at me, shaking, while I just sat calmly.
    

    
      In my mind, I ran through various scenarios.
    

    
      ‘As expected, there’s nothing.’
    

    
      No matter what she did, there was no way for Karina to turn this situation around.
    

    
      ‘With her personality, she’d never take a risky gamble.’
    

    
      Hotheaded, but not thoughtlessly so.
    

    
      She’d probably retreat for now, prepare more thoroughly, and come back.
    

    
      Yeah.
    

    
      That was the best she could—
    

    
      "...?"
    

    
      My thoughts halted.
    

    
      An inexplicable sense of unease hit me.
    

    
      ‘What?’
    

    
      I heightened my senses.
    

    
      The air around the Lodge Café. 
    

    
      More precisely, the mana that had been flowing steadily was now surging wildly.
    

    
      A familiar phenomenon.
    

    
      One that no Academy cadet could forget.
    

    
      Because this was.
    

    
      WEEEEENG—!
    

    
      The precursor to a Mana Freeze, signaling a terrorist attack.
    

    
      "What, what’s that!?"
    

    
      "What’s happening?"
    

    
      People jumped up, shouting, as the alarm blared out of nowhere.
    

    
      At the same time, with a loud crash, the café door burst open, and someone rushed in.
    

    
      It was the guard captain.
    

    
      He held a sword. 
    

    
      The black blood dripping thickly from its tip drew everyone’s attention.
    

    
      "Beasts have appeared! Everyone, evacuate to a safe place!"
    

    
      Beasts.
    

    
      "What? Guard captain? Beasts? You’re saying beasts appeared in the Academy? Again!?"
    

    
      An older professor’s question was answered by the guard captain.
    

    
      But his response was utterly unexpected.
    

    
      "Urgh. That thief bastard summoned beasts while escaping..."
    

    
      I thought I misheard.
    

    
      What?
    

    
      Who?
    

    
      "Thief?"
    

    
      I looked toward the shocked voice and saw Karina staring at me with disbelief.
    

    
      Don’t look at me like that.
    

    
      I was just as stunned.
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      "Let's head out for now."
    

    
      The three professors followed the head of the security team outside.
    

    
      Behind them, cadets who had already prepared for battle hurriedly followed. 
    

    
      Though they were told to evacuate, in reality, everyone here was confident in their own abilities. 
    

    
      The head of the security team, knowing this, led them without saying much.
    

    
      Soon, the only ones left in the café were me, Karina, and a few cadets from the 890th class who couldn’t use magic due to mana freeze.
    

    
      "We’ll finish our talk later."
    

    
      I gave a wry smile as Karina quickly dashed outside.
    

    
      I had planned to completely clear any suspicions today, but this unexpected situation was quite a disappointing turn of events for me.
    

    
      She should be grateful to that unidentified thief who caused this chaos at such a perfect moment.
    

    
      "By the way, what the hell is this guy?"
    

    
      As I stepped out of the café, the sound of alarms was pierced by various shouts and explosions.
    

    
      Cutting through the forest, I knocked aside a few branches. 
    

    
      Soon, the ruined rest area appeared before my eyes.
    

    
      Cratered pathways, shattered statues.
    

    
      Beneath scorched ground and the crumbled walls of a building, the corpses of magical beasts were crackling as they burned. 
    

    
      Around them were bodies so mangled and torn that they were unrecognizable.
    

    
      Most were low-grade magical beasts. 
    

    
      Among them, I spotted a few large, high-grade ones like golems clad in steel or minotaurs, but they were melting under the professors’ might.
    

    
      Nearby, Chaser Idna was cutting down a group of lizardmen with two swords.
    

    
      His graceful, precise movements, devoid of any wasted effort, showed why he was nicknamed the Knight of Flowers.
    

    
      I approached him.
    

    
      "Professor."
    

    
      "Oh, Gerard?"
    

    
      "What’s going on?"
    

    
      "A thief, they say. A thief."
    

    
      Chaser Idna answered lightly, as if it were someone else’s problem, and flashed a smile.
    

    
      "These are all magical beasts summoned by that guy."
    

    
      I asked with a look of confusion.
    

    
      "Then shouldn’t you be chasing the thief, Professor? Leave this to the security team and the cadets."
    

    
      "I’d like to, but it’s the department head’s orders. He told us to incinerate all the magical beasts before they spread across the campus."
    

    
      Chaser gestured with his chin. 
    

    
      There, Department Head Pirion was soaring through the air.
    

    
      With a single leap, he landed on a minotaur’s shoulder and lightly stabbed its neck with his sword. 
    

    
      Just before the minotaur collapsed, he leaped to another minotaur’s shoulder and repeated the same action.
    

    
      His leisurely movements were like a sage strolling through the sky.
    

    
      "Truly a monster."
    

    
      I nodded, agreeing with Chaser’s words.
    

    
      "It looks like things are mostly under control over there, so I should get going. See you later, Gerard."
    

    
      In the end, the magical beast terror was over in less than ten minutes.
    

    
      No, was this even a proper terror attack?
    

    
      Anyway, after the situation ended, I helped the security team clean up while pretending to assist, and I gathered that the thief still hadn’t been caught.
    

    
      Then I returned to the dormitory.
    

    
      Ssssshh──
    

    
      I let the hot water wash away the blood and dust of the magical beasts from my body.
    

    
      Steam slowly clouded the mirror.
    

    
      As I stared blankly at it, a report I’d heard from Luis previously floated into my mind.
    

    
      ‘One prisoner escaped and they say he took some pretty important classified information with him.’
    

    
      A hollow laugh escaped me.
    

    
      "Seriously. He escaped from the cult and chose 
      here
       to hide?"
    

    
      Yeah.
    

    
      The artifact thief. 
    

    
      The culprit behind today’s commotion is that guy.
    

    
      At first, I was skeptical.
    

    
      But seeing the mana freeze and the mutated magical beasts, I was certain.
    

    
      No one else could have caused this chaos.
    

    
      The ‘important classified information’ he took is undoubtedly the Beast Pouch.
    

    
      The Beast Pouch is still a secret terror weapon of the cult, after all.
    

    
      So I could roughly guess how he managed to escape from the cult.
    

    
      "He used the Beast Pouch to shake off the security team and professors’ pursuit, just like he did now."
    

    
      Excluding that mysterious vision, he didn’t seem skilled enough to escape a cult branch, which had puzzled me. 
    

    
      But now, all the pieces of the puzzle were falling into place.
    

    
      "How could this happen? Is this what they mean when they say heaven helps those who help themselves?"
    

    
      A smile crept onto my face.
    

    
      "I was looking for him, and he walked right into my hands."
    

    
      He still hasn’t been caught by the security team.
    

    
      So, my task is clear.
    

    
      I need to secure him before anyone else and uncover the origin of his vision.
    

    
      "If this is true, his escape from the cult branch was a golden opportunity for me."
    

    
      Opportunities are meant to be seized.
    

    
      Having made my decision, I stepped out of the bathroom.
    

    
      As I turned my head toward a gaze I felt from outside the window, I saw a black bird with glowing red eyes perched there.
    

    
      A night raven.
    

    
      It tapped the window with its beak, then spread its wings and flew off, as if it had completed its task.
    

    
      A note was left beneath its dark feathers.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      "You’ve arrived."
    

    
      The cult’s messenger, Guartes, stood up with a servile smile. 
    

    
      I glanced at him briefly and sat down.
    

    
      "I’m relieved to see you unharmed. The bishop was worried that something might have happened during the last mission to rescue Ged…"
    

    
      "Does the bishop still not know who I am? Tell him nothing happened to me, so he needn’t worry."
    

    
      Guartes stared at me silently, then grinned and nodded.
    

    
      "Yes. I’ll do that."
    

    
      "So, why did you call me all the way here?"
    

    
      Guartes’ laboratory in the Sewer District.
    

    
      Luis’ note had said that Guartes requested a meeting, and I came here as soon as I saw it.
    

    
      What would come out of that foul-smelling mouth of his?
    

    
      "First, I must offer my apologies."
    

    
      "So, the magical beast terror at the Academy today wasn’t the cult’s doing, was it?"
    

    
      "Yes. That’s correct."
    

    
      Guartes explained the situation regarding the artifact thief.
    

    
      They had captured and imprisoned the thief, but he escaped from the prison, and in the process, the Beast Pouch was leaked.
    

    
      It matched exactly with the report I’d heard from Luis.
    

    
      I smirked.
    

    
      "Here I thought the cult had made a double contract behind my back when I heard about the magical beast terror at the Academy."
    

    
      Guartes, startled, waved his hands.
    

    
      "No way! That would never happen."
    

    
      "You never know."
    

    
      "I swear, Master. Please believe me."
    

    
      "So, what’s the deal? You want me to catch that thief?"
    

    
      Guartes nodded.
    

    
      "Exactly. As you likely already know, Master, a significant portion of the cult’s personnel in Icata is being used to hunt him down. But he’s nowhere to be found in Icata. After causing that chaos at the Academy, he vanished again."
    

    
      "And the cult believes he’s still hiding somewhere in the Academy?"
    

    
      "Talking to you is always so easy, Master. That’s exactly it. In fact, we’re almost certain."
    

    
      Guartes grinned and continued.
    

    
      "Now, he’s deeply tied to the Academy. This isn’t a breach of contract like last time. His reckless overuse of the Beast Pouch could not only disrupt the cult’s future plans but also cause massive losses if it leaks to the Empire."
    

    
      "…"
    

    
      "So, Master, we need you to capture him alive and bring him to us, or at least find out where he’s hiding and let us know. Our people planted in the Academy will take care of the rest."
    

    
      "Killing him?"
    

    
      "No. Someone wants to meet him."
    

    
      I could easily guess who that someone was.
    

    
      The master of Bandarok, Narsi.
    

    
      The mastermind behind all this.
    

    
      Guartes then added that he hoped for the job to be done as quickly as possible.
    

    
      The reward was a whopping 200 gold, one of the highest I’d ever been offered.
    

    
      There was no reason to refuse, and I had no intention of doing so.
    

    
      I’d capture him, uncover the secret of his rising vision, and then hand him over to Guartes for the reward.
    

    
      Killing two birds with one stone.
    

    
      That was the plan I made as I left the Sewer District after accepting the request──
    

    
      Little did I know at the time that this plan would fall apart in just a day.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      The next day, the Academy was in disarray due to the successive magical beast terrors.
    

    
      The security team, which had previously only patrolled designated areas, began scouring every corner of the campus. 
    

    
      Even the professors, who had been half-hearted in their patrols, were now on high alert, searching for any potential threats.
    

    
      It was a period of heightened security.
    

    
      During this time, all outdoor activities, training, physical conditioning, and late-night practice were completely banned.
    

    
      Interactions with the outside world were also blocked, and leaving the campus was, of course, prohibited.
    

    
      All the magical beasts had been exterminated, but the Vice-Dean issued a special order to extend these measures in case any had slipped away and were hiding.
    

    
      In fact, that morning, a magical beast hiding in a warehouse was caught by a martial arts professor, extending the lockdown by two more days.
    

    
      The cadets’ frustrations were reaching a boiling point.
    

    
      "Ugh! What the hell is this? I can’t even go to the bathroom in peace. We have to live like this for a whole week?"
    

    
      "Exactly. It’s all because of that damn thief!"
    

    
      Naturally, their anger was directed at the thief, the root cause of this mess.
    

    
      Professors and cadets alike—everyone in the Academy gritted their teeth at the mere mention of the word ‘thief.’
    

    
      Yet, with no trace of the thief found, the stress was at its peak.
    

    
      "Where could he be?"
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      Lunchtime.
    

    
      As I muttered to myself while eating dessert at the Lodge Café, Yuria, sitting across from me, tilted her head.
    

    
      "Oh, the thief."
    

    
      "The thief from before? Are you trying to catch him?"
    

    
      "Of course. He’s a villain."
    

    
      "But it’s the lockdown period."
    

    
      Yuria mumbled with a fork in her mouth.
    

    
      It was a natural reaction. 
    

    
      She didn’t yet know that the artifact thief was hiding somewhere on campus.
    

    
      Who would imagine that a villain was hiding inside the Academy, of all places?
    

    
      It’s like a criminal hiding in a military training camp or a police university.
    

    
      But he couldn’t escape outside either.
    

    
      Out there, his creditors were waiting with knives in hand, ready to pounce. Ironically, this police university was the safest place for him.
    

    
      Hmm. 
    

    
      Thinking about it like that, this guy’s in a pretty pathetic situation.
    

    
      Poor bastard.
    

    
      "…"
    

    
      But why?
    

    
      Why do I feel a strange sense of kinship?
    

    
      "Senior? You suddenly look pale."
    

    
      "…It’s nothing. Eat."
    

    
      "Alright."
    

    
      Anyway, as Guartes said, it’s almost certain he’s hiding on campus. 
    

    
      But the Academy’s grounds are vast.
    

    
      There are just too many places to hide.
    

    
      Since the Academy was built by carving out an entire mountain in Icata, including the outer forest and the western canyon, the difficulty of finding him is honestly akin to finding a needle in a desert.
    

    
      I’ve received a lot of help in this regard, and I’m still getting it.
    

    
      Still, if he’s hiding, I think he’s more likely to be in the densely packed academic buildings than in the inconvenient mountain interior.
    

    
      I asked Yuria, who was eagerly devouring a strawberry cake.
    

    
      "Hey, Yuria."
    

    
      "Yes?"
    

    
      "If that thief is still hiding on campus, where do you think he’d be?"
    

    
      "Here."
    

    
      "Here, as in the café?"
    

    
      "Yes."
    

    
      Her answer was immediate, and its content was unexpected.
    

    
      "Why?"
    

    
      "Because there’s lots of delicious food."
    

    
      Yuria replied, slicing a piece of cake with her fork and taking a big bite.
    

    
      I’m an idiot for expecting anything…
    

    
      Wait a second.
    

    
      A sudden spark of insight flashed through my mind.
    

    
      Before it faded, I grabbed hold of it and focused deeply. 
    

    
      This was a pretty plausible theory.
    

    
      Let’s think about it.
    

    
      What are the three basic necessities for human survival?
    

    
      Clothing, food, and shelter.
    

    
      Clothing and shelter are easy to come by on campus, so let’s rule those out.
    

    
      What about food?
    

    
      Can he fully secure that?
    

    
      While staying hidden?
    

    
      Fleeing is an act that consumes a lot of mental and physical energy.
    

    
      As such, fugitives are always in a state of hunger.
    

    
      But are there many places in the Academy where he could satisfy that hunger?
    

    
      The student cafeteria, the faculty cafeteria, the convenience store, and the food street with all its snacks.
    

    
      But all of them are limited and open spaces where he’d inevitably run into cadets or staff.
    

    
      Except for one place.
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      In a warehouse located in the basement of Eden Hall.
    

    
      Behind a hanger where brooms and various cleaning supplies were hung, a shadow wriggled in the darkness.
    

    
      And there, lying, was a man.
    

    
      He had only one eye.
    

    
      To be precise, his left eye was covered with an eyepatch, leaving only his right eye exposed.
    

    
      His appearance was a mess.
    

    
      Clothes caked with dust and bloodstains.
    

    
      Even those were now soaked with cold sweat, and the intermittent gasps and groans escaping through his slightly parted lips revealed the situation he was trapped in.
    

    
      “This, this can’t be. It was perfect. When we did the pre-test, there clearly wasn’t any problem… Again. Is it my fault again? Did I mess up again…?”
    

    
      A nightmare.
    

    
      In the swamp of an irreversible past, he was floundering.
    

    
      [Dayle, you useless bastard!]
    

    
      [Damn it! We shouldn’t have trusted that guy!]
    

    
      [What are we going to do now? Because of you, the plan failed, and we’re all in danger of dying!]
    

    
      “N-no, it’s not true. You guys checked it with me the night before the mission, didn’t you? I worked hard this time. I did my best!”
    

    
      I shook my head violently.
    

    
      “The bomb I made was perfect. It definitely was!”
    

    
      The sense of injustice was so intense it felt almost pitiable.
    

    
      But.
    

    
      [Dayyyyle!]
    

    
      [Because of you! Because of you, we…!]
    

    
      My desperate pleas were blocked by the wall of time, scattering futilely.
    

    
      “Urgh!”
    

    
      Finally, with a suppressed groan, the surroundings fell into complete silence.
    

    
      It was a little while later that my right eye opened. 
    

    
      Awakening from the nightmare of the past, I quickly scanned my surroundings and let out a deep sigh.
    

    
      “Hoo.”
    

    
      I must have fallen asleep for a moment.
    

    
      Well, over a week of fugitive life was an ordeal that consumed tremendous mental and physical strength.
    

    
      The cycle of barely eating or sleeping. 
    

    
      Constantly on edge, the moment a sliver of safety was secured, I collapsed into sleep as if fainting.
    

    
      It was careless, but fortunately, I hadn’t been discovered.
    

    
      “If only the dreams had been pleasant, I’d have nothing more to wish for.”
    

    
      Wiping the tears gathered at the corner of my eye, I gave a wry smile.
    

    
      My name was Dayle.
    

    
      An artifact thief who escaped from a branch of the Beltus Cult and the culprit behind yesterday’s beast incident at the Academy.
    

    
      Of course, I hadn’t always been an artifact thief.
    

    
      Originally, I was a proud citizen of the ‘Naimus Empire.’
    

    
      The Naimus Empire, alongside Frey, divided the continent’s hegemony, a superpower built on the extreme logic of strength where ‘weakness is a sin.’
    

    
      There, secret biological experiments called ‘magic murders’ were conducted, and I, Dayle, was a hunting dog specially created through those experiments.
    

    
      How did I end up drifting into Frey’s territory?
    

    
      There were many reasons and choices, but the trigger was one event.
    

    
      The mission failure that formed the backdrop of my nightmare.
    

    
      Due to my mistake, the mission failed, and many comrades died because of it.
    

    
      Whether it was misfortune or fortune, I survived that scene, but it was as good as being dead.
    

    
      The unit would surely order me to take my own life for the failure and for surviving alone.
    

    
      So, I turned my back on the unit and became a deserter.
    

    
      That was how I came to Frey’s territory, evading the Naimus Empire’s pursuit.
    

    
      But the root cause was something else.
    

    
      [What the hell can you even do, Dayle?]
    

    
      [Damn it! I shouldn’t have trusted you!]
    

    
      [You useless bastard!]
    

    
      [Dayyyyle!]
    

    
      I let out a self-deprecating smirk.
    

    
      I was a failure of the experiment.
    

    
      Incompetent, a burden to the team.
    

    
      Naturally, the treatment wasn’t kind. 
    

    
      Always met with disregard, distrust, and contempt.
    

    
      If I hadn’t made a mistake that day and had performed my role like the others, the mission would have succeeded, and I wouldn’t have ended up like this.
    

    
      Ten years had passed since then, but I was still consumed by self-loathing and deep defeatism.
    

    
      “Maybe I should just die.”
    

    
      That might be for the best.
    

    
      Ten years of fugitive life.
    

    
      Surviving by stealing magic tools, treasures, and artifacts, but now, looking back, I wondered why I struggled so hard to live.
    

    
      Why?
    

    
      For what? What desire was I clinging to, enduring like this?
    

    
      “Like a cockroach.”
    

    
      Even now, it was the same.
    

    
      A few days ago, I was finally caught.
    

    
      Fortunately, it wasn’t by the Naimus Empire. 
    

    
      But the ones who caught me were hardly any better.
    

    
      The Beltus Cult, was it?
    

    
      They locked me in a prison and asked strange questions.
    

    
      ‘Where is Fierce Conviction?’
    

    
      ‘What?’
    

    
      ‘Fierce Conviction. The elixir.’
    

    
      ‘What kind of nonsense is that? If I had something like that, I’d have used it long ago, you bastards. Why are you asking me for it?’
    

    
      ‘It looks like you’re joking. Fine. Lock him up and torture him until Narsi arrives. As long as his brain and mouth remain, do whatever you want.’
    

    
      ‘No, wait…’
    

    
      I realized.
    

    
      ‘No matter what truth I tell, these bastards will never let me live!’
    

    
      Luckily, I had the sharp instincts, skills, and an artifact to escape the prison.
    

    
      And so, I escaped. 
    

    
      Chased by them, I somehow ended up hiding in Frey Academy.
    

    
      “Of all places to hide, Frey Academy. Talk about bad luck.”
    

    
      I was exhausted.
    

    
      I stared blankly at the door.
    

    
      There was no safe place for me anymore.
    

    
      Everyone I’d meet outside could be considered my enemy.
    

    
      The only safe place for me in this vast world was this tiny, less-than-one-pyeong warehouse in the basement of some unknown building.
    

    
      Bitter as it was, I came to realize one truth.
    

    
      Why I clung so desperately to life. 
    

    
      What it was that I had been yearning for.
    

    
      “Come to think of it, I’ve never once been welcomed in my life.”
    

    
      Sold to the Naimus research institute by my family.
    

    
      There, I endured experiments and training akin to torture alongside my peers, but all I received was disregard and ostracism. 
    

    
      Then I failed the mission, deserted, and became a fugitive.
    

    
      Even after defecting to the Frey Empire, nothing improved.
    

    
      A fugitive could hardly build proper relationships. 
    

    
      I faced countless betrayals and narrowly escaped death multiple times.
    

    
      Home.
    

    
      And family.
    

    
      Things that might seem natural to others were not for me. 
    

    
      That’s why I must have been searching for unconditional trust, love, and peaceful stability.
    

    
      “But the end is here, isn’t it? Doesn’t this mean even the world has abandoned me?”
    

    
      I let out a dry chuckle.
    

    
      “Yeah, screw it. Being abandoned isn’t new. I’ll just live alone, damn it.”
    

    
      Lamenting only made me more depressed.
    

    
      “Being alone is easier. Damn nightmares made me waste precious energy.”
    

    
      I spat on the floor.
    

    
      Regaining my composure, I thought about the future.
    

    
      Whatever the case, the current situation was far from good.
    

    
      My stamina was dwindling, and my mental strength was at its limit. 
    

    
      The mysterious dark magic weapon that helped me escape the prison and evade the Academy’s guards and professors yesterday was down to just two uses.
    

    
      Other consumables were in the same state.
    

    
      Even if I somehow escaped the Academy, there was another problem.
    

    
      By now, those cult freaks were probably swarming all over Icata.
    

    
      “To think they’ve infiltrated even the capital of Frey, Icata. Scary bastards.”
    

    
      I guessed it wouldn’t be long before the Naimus Empire’s invasion began.
    

    
      “Well, whether that happens or not, it’s none of my business.”
    

    
      The most urgent thing was food.
    

    
      Having not eaten properly for over three days, I was so famished my stomach was practically sticking to my spine.
    

    
      Grrrr…!
    

    
      “I’ll die of starvation at this rate.”
    

    
      I decided to address the hunger first.
    

    
      In the middle of enemy territory, where anything could happen, maintaining optimal physical condition was critical.
    

    
      “First, secure food and look for an opportunity.”
    

    
      I pressed my ear against the wall.
    

    
      The vibrations from the ground above traveled through the earth and walls to me. 
    

    
      Judging by the bustle, it was clearly still daytime outside.
    

    
      To get food, I’d have to wait until night. I quietly conserved my energy.
    

    
      How much time passed?
    

    
      The vibrations from above gradually faded, and soon the surroundings were enveloped in silent stillness. 
    

    
      At the same time, my eyes, which had been closed as if dead, snapped open.
    

    
      Creak.
    

    
      I opened the basement warehouse door and cautiously slipped into the corridor.
    

    
      Hugging the wall tightly, I focused all my senses on the staircase above, but there were no signs of life.
    

    
      I made it to the first floor and out of the building without any interference.
    

    
      Finally, I faced the night sky.
    

    
      The moment I saw the blue moon gazing down at me aloofly, I felt a strange sense of déjà vu.
    

    
      When was it? I’d seen a scene like this before.
    

    
      Oh, right.
    

    
      When I infiltrated the Research Wing to steal ‘Might of the Giant.’
    

    
      “…Yeah, that time, too.”
    

    
      That day, I failed to get what I wanted, and later, when I tried to retrieve it, I nearly got ruined after running into a thief from Shadow.
    

    
      “He was quite the guy.”
    

    
      Was it a sense of camaraderie as fellow thieves?
    

    
      I was annoyed about losing ‘Might of the Giant,’ but oddly, I found myself thinking of him now.
    

    
      ‘If it were that guy, how would he handle this situation?’
    

    
      If I ever met him, I’d want to ask for advice. Heh.
    

    
      Muttering words that would never come true, I kicked off the ground with force.
    

    
      Soon, my figure darted through the Academy grounds.
    

    
      My movements were swift. 
    

    
      I had a rough grasp of the Academy’s layout from when I came for ‘Might of the Giant.’
    

    
      Though I nearly got into trouble a few times due to heightened security, I overcame the crises with quick judgment and bold ingenuity.
    

    
      And so, I reached my destination.
    

    
      [Frey for Sandwich]
    

    
      This sandwich shop, built on the main road connecting the main building and the central plaza, was a place I had scoped out yesterday while frantically fleeing from the guards.
    

    
      Being a street stall, it was small, but the amount of bread, meat, and vegetables stored inside was more than enough for me alone.
    

    
      The advantages of sandwiches were that they were quick and easy to eat and simple to carry.
    

    
      Planning to make extra sandwiches to take with me, I quickly entered the shop.
    

    
      It seemed they trusted the Academy’s security completely. 
    

    
      The shop’s door wasn’t locked.
    

    
      I entered the storage area where food was kept. 
    

    
      Opening the refrigeration unit in the corner, a gust of cold air whooshed out, revealing five neatly stored sandwiches.
    

    
      Finished sandwiches, not raw ingredients.
    

    
      Normally, I might have been suspicious, but half out of my mind with hunger, I immediately reached for a sandwich.
    

    
      Crunch crunch!
    

    
      I came to my senses while unwrapping the last sandwich.
    

    
      As a sense of fullness washed over me, my body relaxed, and blood flowed back to my brain.
    

    
      The belated question, ‘Why were the sandwiches pre-made?’ followed, but I didn’t dwell on it long.
    

    
      ‘They must have prepared them for the next day.’
    

    
      Having eaten all the sandwiches, I patted my stomach with a satisfied expression.
    

    
      “…I feel alive. 
      Burp.
      ”
    

    
      To think I’d feel such profound happiness from mere sandwiches. 
    

    
      I chuckled and got moving again.
    

    
      Opening the refrigeration unit again, I took out the sandwich ingredients from the bottom shelf, made more sandwiches, and wrapped them in packaging.
    

    
      My hands moved as carefully and tenderly as if handling a newborn.
    

    
      The sandwiches I made were enough to last a full week.
    

    
      Just looking at them filled me with reassurance. 
    

    
      A satisfied smile spread across my face.
    

    
      “This should be enough.”
    

    
      “Really?”
    

    
      I whipped my head around. 
    

    
      A pair of white eyes stared at me from the darkness.
    

    
      “…!”
    

    
      I quickly reached into my coat. 
    

    
      My fingers grazed a cold sensation. 
    

    
      I grabbed it and pulled, but.
    

    
      Boom!
    

    
      Before the weapon was even halfway out, the man’s fist slammed into my chest.
    

    
      “Ugh.”
    

    
      Staggering back from the intense impact, I barely regained my balance and looked up. 
    

    
      A familiar mask loomed in the moonlight.
    

    
      “You, you’re…!”
    

    
      At the same time.
    

    
      Ping──
    

    
      The man’s mask seemed to split into multiple pieces.
    

    
      It fragmented up, down, left, and right, scattering and reassembling repeatedly, while the ground beneath my feet suddenly surged and swayed like waves.
    

    
      Classic symptoms of poisoning.
    

    
      ‘W-when the hell…’
    

    
      ──was my last thought.
    

    
      Thud.
       The bundle of sandwiches I was clutching fell to the ground.
    

    
      Sandwiches spilled out of the bundle. 
    

    
      Over them, my unconscious body collapsed limply.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      “He ate a lot.”
    

    
      I figured he’d eat maybe three at most, so I prepared other contingencies, but that was unnecessary worry. 
    

    
      Who would’ve thought he’d devour five right there?
    

    
      Was he that hungry?
    

    
      “Or maybe my special Hydra Venom jam was just that tasty.”
    

    
      Well, thanks to that, I subdued him easily.
    

    
      Two hours ago.
    

    
      I came here in advance and prepared five sandwiches.
    

    
      I had predicted he’d come to this sandwich shop.
    

    
      Unlike other cafeterias, Frey for Sandwich is tucked away in an isolated corner. 
    

    
      It’s easy to access and steal from, making it an ideal target.
    

    
      “Plus, sandwiches are convenient for storage and transport.”
    

    
      So far, everything was going according to plan.
    

    
      “The problem is what comes next.”
    

    
      Breaking through the Academy’s tight security.
    

    
      Evading the cult’s surveillance network, which is likely scouring Icata to find this guy, and safely transporting him to Shadow’s hideout—that’s the next mission assigned to me.
    

    
      A considerable challenge is expected.
    

    
      So, please.
    

    
      “I hope this guy really holds the clue to the Secret Tomes we lost.”
    

    
      I approached the guy, who was sprawled out like a corpse.
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      Two beast pouches dangle from my vest, swaying.
    

    
      I found them among the possessions of that artifact thief, and I took them.
    

    
      You never know what might happen while escaping the Academy.
    

    
      If a crisis hits, I’ll use these without hesitation.
    

    
      Sure, it’ll cause damage to the Academy, but what can I do? 
    

    
      No matter what anyone says, survival is my top priority.
    

    
      While my mind calculates possible scenarios and prepares countermeasures, my body slips out of the shop, gliding softly through the shadows cast by the moonlight.
    

    
      Ssss…
    

    
      Unlike usual, each step I take is cautious.
    

    
      My senses are sharper, my eyes see farther, and I double-check even the safest routes.
    

    
      I used to roam the Academy’s grounds at night like it was my own home, but now I move with heightened tension and care.
    

    
      I have no choice.
    

    
      There are professors out there somewhere.
    

    
      Through eavesdropping on meetings, I learned that, due to recent events, professors are now actively patrolling.
    

    
      So, I have to be careful. 
    

    
      If I get caught by bad luck, the situation will spiral out of control.
    

    
      Unlike the guards who patrol designated areas, professors could be anywhere, anytime, and it wouldn’t be strange.
    

    
      It’s literally a minefield.
    

    
      Wait, is this about avoiding mines?
    

    
      Anyway, that’s why I decided to use one more skill on top of my thievery techniques, [Detection] and [Night Vision].
    

    
      “It’s my first time using this in a real situation.”
    

    
      I feel the vast flow of mana surrounding me.
    

    
      From it, I draw out the mana I’m allowed, thin as a thread, and shoot it in all directions. 
    

    
      Its range is wider than [Detection], and its distance surpasses [Night Vision].
    

    
      Based on the information the mana threads bring back, I sketch the surroundings in my mind.
    

    
      Like a bat navigating a cave with echolocation, I visualize who’s where, how many there are, and which direction they’re moving in.
    

    
      Even at dawn, I pick up quite a few presences.
    

    
      The Academy guards.
    

    
      And the individuals wandering alone… probably professors.
    

    
      I plan my route to avoid them as a priority and keep moving.
    

    
      By now, my suit is soaked with sweat. 
    

    
      The weight of the artifact thief strapped to my back grows more irritating.
    

    
      That’s when the crisis hits.
    

    
      At a point just 500 meters from the dam that leads straight to Icata.
    

    
      Shwick—
    

    
      A sudden chill runs through me.
    

    
      I stop dead in my tracks and stare into the darkness ahead.
    

    
      The mana threads I sent in that direction snap, one after another.
    

    
      They didn’t get caught on an object or blocked by terrain—they were forcibly cut by something sharp.
    

    
      That fleeting chill was the result and that alone tells me enough.
    

    
      A mine.
    

    
      One so formidable it didn’t show up on my radar.
    

    
      At the very least, a supervising professor.
    

    
      Or perhaps, something even worse is up ahead.
    

    
      The grim reality is that the only path to my safe hideout lies beyond that choke point.
    

    
      In other words, I have to pass through there.
    

    
      “…Damn it. Of all times.”
    

    
      A curse slips out instinctively.
    

    
      But there’s no time to ponder what to do. 
    

    
      I dive into nearby bushes. 
    

    
      The enemy likely sensed my mana threads. 
    

    
      That mine is coming this way.
    

    
      Fssst!
    

    
      I erase my presence, eyes wide, staring into the darkness ahead.
    

    
      A tense, heart-pounding silence.
    

    
      The long reeds sway in the night breeze, obstructing my view.
    

    
      Once, twice, three times.
    

    
      On the fourth sway, a man stands in the clearing.
    

    
      As if he’d been there all along.
    

    
      He just ‘appeared.’
    

    
      Bathed in the pouring moonlight, he stands like a painting.
    

    
      I know this man.
    

    
      The head of the Martial Arts Department, Pirion Lil.
    

    
      Right. 
    

    
      It’s a situation where any professor could be anywhere, and I knew that.
    

    
      But, damn it, this guy is an exception.
    

    
      Out of all the mines, why Pirion? 
    

    
      At this point, isn’t the world just screwing me over?
    

    
      His terrifying swordsmanship, glimpsed yesterday, flashes through my mind.
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      I pray.
    

    
      Please, just pass by. Pass by…
    

    
      Did my desperate plea reach the heavens?
    

    
      Pirion takes a step. 
    

    
      In the opposite direction of the bushes where I’m hiding.
    

    
      So, I pray even harder.
    

    
      Keep going, just like that…
    

    
      “…Ugh.”
    

    
      At that moment, even my heart, blessed with [Coolheadedness], skips a beat.
    

    
      I quickly cover the mouth of the artifact thief on my back.
    

    
      But I instinctively know it’s too late.
    

    
      The world is enveloped in heavy silence.
    

    
      In this place, where time, space, and everything seem frozen, only one thing moves.
    

    
      Swallowing hard, I look there. 
    

    
      Pirion’s eyes are fixed exactly on the bushes where I’m hiding.
    

    
      Step… Step…
    

    
      He approaches, hand on the hilt of his sword.
    

    
      Gritting my teeth, I reach for the beast pouches in my vest. 
    

    
      No need to hesitate. 
    

    
      I’ll detonate both at once.
    

    
      And then?
    

    
      What do I do next?
    

    
      The beast pouches will buy me maybe three seconds of Pirion’s attention. 
    

    
      I quickly calculate escape routes and possibilities, but no matter how I think, the outcome is bleak.
    

    
      Damn it.
    

    
      What if I go alone?
    

    
      If I abandon this guy and flee, my survival odds would increase.
    

    
      But that leads to another crossroads.
    

    
      If I give up on him here, the secret of the ascended vision will remain unsolved forever, slipping through my fingers.
    

    
      I don’t know when I’ll find another lead. 
    

    
      There’s no guarantee I’ll come across another ascended vision. 
    

    
      In the worst case, my growth could stall here.
    

    
      The answer is clear.
    

    
      I can’t give up on this guy, my secret tome.
    

    
      I’ll detonate the beast pouches and hide him here. 
    

    
      Then, I’ll act as bait to divert Pirion’s attention elsewhere. 
    

    
      Using my knowledge of the Academy’s terrain, I should be able to shake him off somehow.
    

    
      Yes, this is the best plan.
    

    
      From deliberation to decision, it took just 1.5 seconds.
    

    
      Wiping the sweat from my hands, I grip Raven tightly.
    

    
      Rustle.
    

    
      Another presence stirs behind me.
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      Haa.
    

    
      The world is really out to get me today.
    

    
      Fine. It’s all or nothing now.
    

    
      I’ll throw both beast pouches at Pirion, then pour everything into breaking through whoever’s behind me. 
    

    
      I don’t know who they are, but they’ve got to be weaker than Pirion, right?
    

    
      After that, I’ll leave it to luck.
    

    
      After a short breath, I loosen the beast pouches.
    

    
      That’s when it happens.
    

    
      “…Don’t move. Stay still.”
    

    
      A voice comes from behind.
    

    
      A familiar, melodic voice. 
    

    
      Then, carried on the rustling breeze, a fresh, grassy scent instantly brings her face to mind.
    

    
      What? How is she here?
    

    
      No, more importantly, why is she helping me?
    

    
      By then, she’s already stepping past me, emerging from the reeds.
    

    
      She stands in front of Pirion, the department head, and begins her act as a naive freshman.
    

    
      “Oh! H-Hello, Department Head?”
    

    
      That stops Pirion in his tracks.
    

    
      “Why are you here? Alone, no less. Don’t you know outdoor activities are banned right now?”
    

    
      “I-I know, sir!”
    

    
      “Then? What were you doing in there?”
    

    
      She lowers her head, her voice shrinking.
    

    
      “W-Well… aura training…”
    

    
      “Aura training?”
    

    
      At Pirion’s question, she starts shouting as if throwing caution to the wind.
    

    
      “Yes! The truth is, I’m not used to converting mana into aura… I lack stamina, and if I can’t handle aura, I’ll fall behind the others. A-And, as you know, Department Head, mana is abundant at dawn, it’s quiet, and… um, well…”
    

    
      “Enough. Stop mumbling and answer clearly. That energy you sent out just now. Was that you?”
    

    
      “Huh? Oh… t-that, well. Like I said, I was practicing aura… I didn’t know anyone was around at dawn… and…”
    

    
      Still rambling, she makes Pirion furrow his brow. 
    

    
      A short sigh follows, and a hint of exasperation crosses his face.
    

    
      “Fine.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “I get it, so go back now. Submit a demerit to your advisor by tomorrow.”
    

    
      “Ohh…”
    

    
      “Go back to the dorm.”
    

    
      “…Phew. Yes, sir.”
    

    
      After giving her a stern look, Pirion turns and vanishes into the darkness.
    

    
      With that, the tension gripping my heart releases with a snap. 
    

    
      A sigh of relief escapes me.
    

    
      Wow. 
    

    
      I thought I was done for.
    

    
      No, the situation isn’t over yet. Stay sharp.
    

    
      I shift my gaze forward.
    

    
      Until then, she’d been standing there, looking dejected. 
    

    
      But once Pirion is gone, her expression changes in an instant.
    

    
      From a clumsy cadet breaking rules to a seductive assassin.
    

    
      She turns to me in the bushes, flashing a sly smile.
    

    
      “What? Surprised I showed up here?”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      I admit it honestly.
    

    
      I was freaking shocked.
    

    
      “Really? That feels nice. Worth following you secretly. Hehe.”
    

    
      I can’t tell if she’s pleased about surprising me or just enjoying the situation.
    

    
      But,
    

    
      “You were tailing me?”
    

    
      “No? It’s a coincidence. I was actually looking for that guy too.”
    

    
      She, Rachel, points to the guy on my back.
    

    
      Oh, so that’s how it is. 
    

    
      Now this makes sense.
    

    
      The cult is currently chasing the artifact thief, and since Rachel is a dark cleric operating within the Academy, she must’ve received orders like I did.
    

    
      If so, a fight is inevitable.
    

    
      “Why are you helping him?”
    

    
      “I have business with him.”
    

    
      “What kind of business?”
    

    
      That’s none of your concern.
    

    
      I raise Raven instead of answering. She smirks.
    

    
      “Some secret you can’t share, huh?”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “Hmm. Whatever. I’m pretending I didn’t see any of this anyway.”
    

    
      I think I misheard.
    

    
      She’s letting it slide?
    

    
      Why?
    

    
      “With this, we’re even now.”
    

    
      With that, she vanishes into the night breeze like a passing gust.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Soaking in a tub of steaming water, I sink into thought.
    

    
      Looking back, so much happened in just a few days.
    

    
      Karina’s suspicions, the sudden appearance of the artifact thief.
    

    
      The mission that followed and the unexpected help from an unforeseen ally.
    

    
      With unpredictable events exploding one after another, my head’s still spinning.
    

    
      “And Rachel. Why the hell did she pop up there?”
    

    
      It’s driving me crazy.
    

    
      Sure, thanks to her, I escaped the crisis, but I can’t just be happy about it when I don’t know how this’ll play out in the future.
    

    
      And paying off a debt by ignoring this?
    

    
      “How am I supposed to trust that?”
    

    
      The debt probably refers to when she saved me from danger while rescuing Ged.
    

    
      Hmm.
    

    
      I need to figure out Rachel’s intentions.
    

    
      That way, I can prepare accordingly.
    

    
      “But first, I need to deal with the guy downstairs.”
    

    
      The artifact thief.
    

    
      In the end, I succeeded in bringing him to Shadow’s hideout.
    

    
      Thanks to using the Rodena River, the fastest and most secretive route from the Academy to Icata.
    

    
      After parting with Rachel, we safely reached the riverbank, rode the current, and slipped out to the suburbs.
    

    
      That’s how we arrived here, at a tavern in the Royal Road District, ‘Lunatic.’
    

    
      Lunatic is Shadow’s new base, and the artifact thief is locked up in the basement below.
    

    
      “Now, all that’s left is finding out. Is what that guy learned really Shadow’s lost ascended vision or not?”
    

    
      If it is, not only will my growth skyrocket, but Shadow will also gain a foothold for revival.
    

    
      Maybe that’s why. 
    

    
      The excitement is hard to contain. 
    

    
      Compared to when I went after [Dagger Shift], this feels exponentially more thrilling and anticipated.
    

    
      “Phew. Calm down. What if I get my hopes up and it turns out to be nothing?”
    

    
      The bigger the expectation, the bigger the disappointment.
    

    
      Taking a deep breath, I put on the skull mask I’d set aside.
    

    
      Unable to hold back my anticipation, I head to the basement storage.
    

    
      He should be awake by now.
    

    
      As I open the creaking storage door, Luis’s voice greets me from the bottom of the stairs.
    

    
      “You’re here.”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      Descending the stairs, I see Luis examining an array of equipment and artifacts on a table with a monocle.
    

    
      There’s not a ton, but for a single person’s haul, it’s substantial. I scan for anything useful.
    

    
      But my browsing is brief.
    

    
      My throat burns with anticipation.
    

    
      After a dry cough, I call out to Luis.
    

    
      “Luis.”
    

    
      I tried to keep my emotions in check, but the moment I see Luis’s face, I know it was pointless.
    

    
      “Yes, Master.”
    

    
      Luis is smiling.
    

    
      A rare, radiant smile I’ve only seen a handful of times.
    

    
      I know it instantly.
    

    
      We did it.
    

    
      And sure enough.
    

    
      “Our guess was right. The vision he learned is indeed Shadow’s.”
    

    
      Luis’s confirmation hits my ears, and my heart pounds like it’s about to burst.
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      I didn’t know how to express this joy trembling from within my body.
    

    
      I thought it was a good thing I was wearing the skull mask. 
    

    
      If not, my face, brimming with excitement, would’ve been plain for all to see.
    

    
      If it were up to me, I’d have burst out laughing until my throat gave out, hugged Luis tightly, and danced around gleefully.
    

    
      But I held it in.
    

    
      We weren’t alone here, after all.
    

    
      I settled for savoring the joy by clenching my fist tightly.
    

    
      “Hauling a guy on my back in the dead of night all the way here was worth it. Tell me more.”
    

    
      “There’s not much more to explain.”
    

    
      Luis pointed to the pendant on the table and said,
    

    
      “Daybreak. This is the artifact Rendal-nim used.”
    

    
      I remembered hearing about Rendal from Luis.
    

    
      He was an executive of Shadow, ranked fourth, a thief who reached the pinnacle when it came to evasion and escape.
    

    
      “Daybreak was a sacred relic that symbolized him. Its special ability is [Unbinding]. It forcibly releases physical restraints or magical bindings imposed on a target.”
    

    
      That’s on par with my Raven.
    

    
      In other words, a ridiculously overpowered artifact.
    

    
      “Now the puzzle pieces are coming together. With Rendal-nim’s Vision and Daybreak, escaping from the cult’s prison must’ve been nothing.”
    

    
      “Exactly.”
    

    
      “But how did Rendal-nim’s possessions end up in his hands? It couldn’t be that someone stole from Rendal-nim… could it?”
    

    
      Luis shook his head, as if realizing it didn’t make sense even as he spoke.
    

    
      I agreed.
    

    
      I didn’t know exactly how skilled Rendal was, but it was hard to imagine a guild executive representing an entire region and nation getting done in by some petty crook.
    

    
      “We’ll find out by asking him directly.”
    

    
      Saying that, I turned to the other side.
    

    
      The corner of the liquor storage. 
    

    
      There, tied to a chair by his limbs, was the artifact thief.
    

    
      His posture had changed from before. 
    

    
      His breathing was irregular.
    

    
      “Stop eavesdropping like a pervert and get up already, will you?”
    

    
      The guy flinched, trembling, then slowly opened his eyes and looked up at me.
    

    
      Yeah. 
    

    
      He was awake.
    

    
      One eye covered by an eyepatch, the other uncovered.
    

    
      A sparse mustache, a narrow jaw, and upturned eyes.
    

    
      Overall, he gave off a sleazy vibe, but his right eye, reflecting me, was as clear and transparent as a crystal.
    

    
      Come to think of it, Luis, that guy, stripped him of everything else but didn’t take off the eyepatch.
    

    
      “Didn’t check the eyepatch?”
    

    
      “It looked like an ordinary leather eyepatch.”
    

    
      It did look like one at a glance.
    

    
      Eyepatches themselves were rarely made into artifacts due to their limitations.
    

    
      But what I was curious about was what lay beneath it.
    

    
      The moment I saw his emerald-green eye, something crossed my mind, like, “Could it be?”
    

    
      “Check it.”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      Luis approached.
    

    
      The artifact thief stared at Luis silently.
    

    
      It was at that moment that a glint flashed in his eyes.
    

    
      Up he went!
    

    
      In an instant, the artifact thief stood and grabbed Luis from behind.
    

    
      A blade gleamed in his hand. 
    

    
      A palm-sized dagger was now pressed against Luis’s throat.
    

    
      “Move even a little, and I’ll slit this guy’s throat.”
    

    
      “Oh?”
    

    
      I couldn’t help but let out an exclamation. 
    

    
      I was sure I’d seen him tied up just moments ago.
    

    
      When did he get free?
    

    
      Pretty slick.
    

    
      “Don’t act all calm, skull mask. Want to see a hole punched through your lackey’s throat?”
    

    
      “Ah, sorry. I’ll try to be a bit more serious.”
    

    
      I quickly apologized. 
    

    
      Luis was a vital human resource for our guild. 
    

    
      A hole in his throat would be absolutely unacceptable. 
    

    
      Nope.
    

    
      But there was a problem.
    

    
      “Hey. I want to be serious, but it’s not working.”
    

    
      “…What?”
    

    
      The guy’s eyes, staring at me, filled with disbelief.
    

    
      “I said I want to be serious, but it’s not happening.”
    

    
      “You damn bastard, can’t you grasp the situation!?”
    

    
      He didn’t finish his sentence before he was sent flying.
    

    
      Luis’s headbutt had struck his face dead-on. 
    

    
      The guy immediately swung the dagger he was holding, but Luis had already slipped out of his grasp.
    

    
      “Here it is.”
    

    
      “Nice. Good job.”
    

    
      Luis approached me and handed over the eyepatch as if nothing had happened.
    

    
      “Ugh. Damn it…”
    

    
      The guy spat blood-mixed saliva onto the floor.
    

    
      He was covering his left eye with one hand.
    

    
      “Hiding it that desperately only makes it more suspicious.”
    

    
      “Mind your own business!”
    

    
      “You. It’s that, isn’t it? Evil Eye.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      As expected, his reaction confirmed it.
    

    
      I had a hunch because of the emerald green eye. 
    

    
      Sure, plenty of people on the continent had green eyes, but call it a gut feeling?
    

    
      Now I understood why he was so desperate to hide it.
    

    
      Evil Eye.
    

    
      The secret elite unit of the Naimus Empire, a task force dedicated to eliminating great mages.
    

    
      In Frey, they were treated worse than villains, and naturally, the eyepatch was a crucial tool to conceal their identity.
    

    
      “What’s an Evil Eye doing all the way out here in Frey? Secret mission? Or, what, did you desert?”
    

    
      The last bit was a joke.
    

    
      Guess it wasn’t funny, as there was no response.
    

    
      “We know who you are, so you don’t need to hide anymore.”
    

    
      As if giving up, he lowered his hand.
    

    
      The hidden left eye was revealed to the world.
    

    
      A purple pupil.
    

    
      Called the eye of the devil, it truly held the power of a great demon, and it gazed at us.
    

    
      Hmm.
    

    
      It definitely felt different seeing it in person compared to in the game. 
    

    
      The contrasting colors of his two eyes gave off an eerie mix of otherworldliness, mystique, and instinctive unease.
    

    
      “You want the Secret Tome?”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      “And if I can’t give it to you?”
    

    
      “You’re asking the obvious. I’ll make you give it up one way or another.”
    

    
      I clenched and unclenched my fist, and the guy gave a sinister smirk.
    

    
      “Heh heh. You think I’m easy prey, huh?”
    

    
      He stretched his hand forward. 
    

    
      Ripples formed in the empty air, and from within, a sword slowly emerged.
    

    
      That’s when I realized how he’d gotten the dagger and undone the ropes. 
    

    
      This guy could use Subspace.
    

    
      So I drew my weapon too.
    

    
      “Luis.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Looks like he still doesn’t get the situation he’s in. Teach him.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      Luis gripped the sword he’d propped up on the table and strode forward.
    

    
      Then he swung it, still in its scabbard.
    

    
      Whoosh! Whoosh!
    

    
      For reference, I estimated Luis’s level to be a whopping 50. 
    

    
      He could easily take down a provincial knight and had mastered every technique and Vision Shadow currently possessed.
    

    
      No way this guy could match him.
    

    
      As expected, a one-sided beatdown unfolded before my eyes.
    

    
      Thwack!
    

    
      “Guh!”
    

    
      Thud!
    

    
      “Argh!”
    

    
      The cramped, confined space restricted the guy’s agility, his greatest asset and even as an Evil Eye, he wasn’t much of a threat to a swordsman like Luis, who wasn’t a mage.
    

    
      Wait a second.
    

    
      He didn’t seem to be using the Evil Eye’s power at all?
    

    
      Given how desperate he looked, it didn’t seem like he was holding back on purpose.
    

    
      It felt like there was some condition required to use the Evil Eye’s power, or maybe a reason he couldn’t use it.
    

    
      “Still, he’s dodging pretty well in this tight space.”
    

    
      Part of it was Luis not taking it seriously, but even accounting for that, the guy’s evasion skills were impressive. 
    

    
      Was that the [Ghost Step] Luis mentioned earlier, Rendal’s technique?
    

    
      [Luis.]
    

    
      [Yes. I’ll finish it.]
    

    
      Luis’s movements changed.
    

    
      As if done playing, his actions became twice as sharp, his attacks far more menacing.
    

    
      Just as the scabbard was about to crack the guy’s skull,
    

    
      Something absurd happened.
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      Out of nowhere, the Evil Eye guy threw down his sword and dropped to his knees.
    

    
      “I surrender.”
    

    
      “?”
    

    
      “I said I surrender. Ask me anything. I’ll answer everything.”
    

    
      The sudden shift in attitude made Luis look down at him with suspicion.
    

    
      Then he turned to me, his expression asking, “What do we do?”
    

    
      I shook my head.
    

    
      “Look ahead.”
    

    
      And then a gunshot rang out.
    

    
      Bang!
    

    
      Luis swiftly drew his sword and deflected the incoming bullet. 
    

    
      But it wasn’t an ordinary lead round. 
    

    
      The bullet collided with the blade and suddenly unleashed a fierce chill.
    

    
      “Frost Explosion?”
    

    
      Crack, crack. Icy frost devoured the surrounding area like a ravenous beast.
    

    
      Naturally, the sword Luis was holding was caught in it too.
    

    
      “Damn…!”
    

    
      Luis had no choice but to abandon the sword and retreat, a wise decision.
    

    
      “Thought I’d freeze at least one arm, but not a scratch. Shame.”
    

    
      “You filthy…”
    

    
      Luis’s face twisted like a demon’s as he glared at the smirking guy.
    

    
      His aura surged fiercely.
    

    
      It looked like he’d charge in and turn the guy into a bloody pulp any second, but surprisingly, Luis didn’t move recklessly.
    

    
      He’d noticed the objects in the guy’s hands.
    

    
      The first thing that stood out was the One Hand Musket, likely the one that fired the frost bullet.
    

    
      The problem was the object in his other hand.
    

    
      “Mana Bomb?”
    

    
      At my question, the guy smirked, one corner of his mouth curling up.
    

    
      “You’d be mistaken to think it’s an ordinary Mana Bomb. Azester’s Small Calamity. A thief dealing in information would’ve heard of it at least once, right?”
    

    
      Heard of it? More than that.
    

    
      I’d experienced its destructive power firsthand in the game.
    

    
      Created by a man called the god of destruction despite his human body, Valkron Azester, it was his final masterpiece and legacy.
    

    
      Its power was so immense that great mages gathered to split it into twelve pieces, numbered 1 through 12, and named “Azester’s Small Calamity.”
    

    
      If it went off here, half of Icata would vanish from the map in an instant.
    

    
      It was hard to believe such a powerful and dangerous object was in this guy’s hands.
    

    
      So I used [Focused Gaze].
    

    
      To check the number engraved on its surface.
    

    
      And, as expected.
    

    
      “Pfft.”
    

    
      I couldn’t hold back my laughter.
    

    
      “Why’d you pull that out? What, planning to blow us all up?”
    

    
      “Heh heh. I’ve got nothing left to lose, no lingering attachments to life. Up until yesterday, I was even thinking about just dropping dead.”
    

    
      “Looks like it. And?”
    

    
      “…So I’m saying don’t provoke me further and just let me go. I’ll disappear quietly. Otherwise, it’s annihilation.”
    

    
      He waved the Small Calamity threateningly.
    

    
      “Let you go? You’ll just get caught by the cult in no time. I guarantee it.”
    

    
      “That’s not your concern.”
    

    
      “Not my concern? You’re the one who knows where our Secret Tome is. If something happens to you, we’re back to square one.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “So you’re not taking a single step out of here until you talk.”
    

    
      His eyes narrowed viciously.
    

    
      “You really want to take this to the end? You think I won’t detonate this?”
    

    
      I laughed.
    

    
      “Yeah. I don’t think you will. Or rather, I don’t think it’ll go off.”
    

    
      He blinked.
    

    
      “…What?”
    

    
      “Azester’s Small Calamity. Numbers 1, 5, and 7 are in the Vision Star Coffin not far from here, and 6 and 8 are held by the Naimus Empire folks. Where’s number 3?”
    

    
      My words seemed to spark some unease in him. 
    

    
      I could see the growing agitation.
    

    
      “Number 3 is in a place no human hands can reach, so it could never be here. In other words, that thing you’re holding is a fake.”
    

    
      “Stop spouting nonsense! This is real!”
    

    
      “Then throw it.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Throw it. What? Can’t do it?”
    

    
      “F-For real, I’ll throw it!”
    

    
      “Go ahead, throw it.”
    

    
      I stepped back, kindly clearing a space for him to toss it.
    

    
      “Right here’s fine.”
    

    
      “Tch, damn it…!”
    

    
      His eyes darted around, and finally, as if saying “screw it,” he hurled the Small Calamity with all his might.
    

    
      And when it hit the ground,
    

    
      Splat!
    

    
      It burst.
    

    
      Oozing bright yellow yolk.
    

    
      “You damn—! Just all die…!”
    

    
      Realizing he’d been caught in a lie, he immediately raised the musket.
    

    
      But Luis wasn’t the type to fall for the same trick twice.
    

    
      Thwack!
    

    
      Struck squarely in the face by Luis’s roundhouse kick, the guy flew like a kite with a cut string and crashed into an oak barrel.
    

    
      His legs dangled limply outside the barrel.
    

    
      Through the gaps, liquor leaked out, coincidentally as red as blood.
    

    
      Was the liquor in that barrel red wine?
    

    
      I thought it was white wine. Hmm.
    

    
      …Staring at it, I asked Luis.
    

    
      “He’s not dead, is he?”
    

    
      “No, sir. He’s alive.”
    

    
      “He’s not moving.”
    

    
      “…Probably.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “Ahem.”
    

    
      I shook my head at Luis, who was awkwardly cleaning his glasses.
    

    
      Looked like we wouldn’t be finding out the Secret Tome’s location today.
    

    
      “Are you leaving, Master?”
    

    
      “Gotta go. He looks like he won’t wake up until tomorrow.”
    

    
      “…My apologies. I’ll have everything perfectly prepared for your next visit.”
    

    
      Perfect preparation, huh.
    

    
      “Planning to torture him?”
    

    
      “If necessary.”
    

    
      “Don’t provoke him unnecessarily. Just chain him up so he can’t pull any stunts and cover all his eyes. That’s the Evil Eye’s weakness.”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      With that, I returned to the dormitory.
    

    
      I lay on my bed, but sleep wouldn’t come. 
    

    
      My mind was tangled with thoughts about the Evil Eye I’d just met.
    

    
      Questions lingered.
    

    
      The Evil Eye were enemies from the late main storyline. 
    

    
      Elite units of the Naimus Empire, each one as strong as a mid-tier boss.
    

    
      Their ability to control surrounding mana and interfere with magical fields was the quintessential overpowered skill in 
      Heroes of Frey
      , reducing mages to ordinary people.
    

    
      That’s why the magical empire of Frey went berserk and executed anyone with heterochromatic eyes on sight.
    

    
      But this guy?
    

    
      “Peculiar.”
    

    
      Yeah. Peculiar.
    

    
      The fight wasn’t long, but the combat style he showed was completely different from the Evil Eye I knew.
    

    
      The skill gap was obvious, and he didn’t even use the mana manipulation or magical interference typical of an Evil Eye.
    

    
      “All he did was pull some cheap bluff.”
    

    
      That childish tactic was absolutely not the way of the Naimus Empire, which operated on the logic of power.
    

    
      My overall assessment: a half-baked Evil Eye who just happened to have our Secret Tome. That’s about it.
    

    
      Yet, the reason I couldn’t sleep and kept thinking about him was this.
    

    
      “The bullet that caused the Frost Explosion.”
    

    
      I’d never heard of or seen such a thing in all the dozens of times I cleared 
      Heroes of Frey
      .
    

    
      And that wasn’t all.
    

    
      An Evil Eye operating in Frey, using a decommissioned One Hand Musket to steal artifacts and firing frost-explosion bullets?
    

    
      All of it felt unfamiliar to me.
    

    
      “What’s going on?”
    

    
      It all boiled down to one answer.
    

    
      The result of a future altered because of me.
    

    
      If so, where was the turning point?
    

    
      I recalled the first time I encountered him.
    

    
      The moment he suddenly appeared and demanded I return the Might of the Giant.
    

    
      “Could it be… back then?”
    

    
      It was a plausible theory.
    

    
      I let him live, but the original Gerard wouldn’t have.
    

    
      In that world, he was killed.
    

    
      In this world, he was framed with a false accusation.
    

    
      Now that I thought about it, to him, I, Gerard, was worse than Satan.
    

    
      Was this what they called human compatibility?
    

    
      “…Everyone’s got their own circumstances. At least I didn’t kill him here, so that’s that.”
    

    
      Anyway, if I visited him tomorrow, he’d likely be just as uncooperative.
    

    
      There were plenty of options.
    

    
      Persuasion or coaxing. 
    

    
      If that didn’t work, I was considering resorting to dark magic as a last measure. 
    

    
      One way or another, since I knew the Secret Tome was with him, it was as good as in our hands.
    

    
      “From our perspective, there’s no rush at all.”
    

    
      But.
    

    
      This was a development I hadn’t anticipated.
    

    
      “What’s that? Why aren’t you saying anything?”
    

    
      The next day.
    

    
      Back at the underground liquor storage in Lunatic.
    

    
      “Hey! I said, why aren’t you talking?”
    

    
      “Ugh, shut up for a sec.”
    

    
      I rubbed my eyes.
    

    
      It was still there.
    

    
      A faint glow was emanating from his body.
    

    
      That aura was unmistakably the light of my trait, [Gaius’s Insight].
    

    
      “Ha, what kind of messed-up situation is this?”
    

    
      The great thief, Gaius, was speaking.
    

    
      This guy. 
    

    
      He’s a treasure, so don’t let him slip away.
    

    

  
    Chapter 55: Chapter 55

    
      Chapter 55: Dayle (1)
    

    
      ‘Gaius’s Insight’ was a lighthouse that showed me, a seasoned veteran, paths I had never seen before.
    

    
      Its remarkable efficacy had already been proven several times.
    

    
      Taking in Clatter. 
    

    
      Seeing through Yuria’s talent. 
    

    
      All of it was thanks to this. 
    

    
      It was purely because of ‘Gaius’s Insight’ that I found the elixir ‘Fierce Conviction,’ which I nearly overlooked.
    

    
      Among the traits I possessed, it was the best. 
    

    
      No. 
    

    
      I believed it was good enough to stand toe-to-toe with any trait known as Tier 1 in ‘Heroes of Frey’ without falling short.
    

    
      So there was no way I could ignore it.
    

    
      Screech……
    

    
      I dragged a chair and sat in front of the guy.
    

    
      I stared intently at him, enveloped in a faint aura. 
    

    
      The guy, his eyes covered with thick cloth as per my instructions, sat quietly, only breathing steadily.
    

    
      Hmm. 
    

    
      What exactly about this guy caught the attention of ‘Gaius’s Insight’?
    

    
      What potential did he have that made it call him a gem?
    

    
      The only thing that came to mind was, of course, that.
    

    
      Frost Bullet.
    

    
      The creation of a new magitech tool that shouldn’t have existed.
    

    
      It was certainly an impressive ability. 
    

    
      It couldn’t be used directly in combat like swordsmanship or magic, but depending on the situation, it could yield even greater effects. 
    

    
      In terms of crafting, he was the GOAT, so to speak.
    

    
      But if that was all, it felt a bit lacking. 
    

    
      Not quite enough to be called a gem.
    

    
      It seemed like there was more to his abilities, and I calculated that the fastest way to find out would be through conversation.
    

    
      I organized my thoughts and opened my mouth.
    

    
      “Been behaving yourself?”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “I’m asking. Have you been behaving? Why so quiet?”
    

    
      “Didn’t you tell me to shut up?”
    

    
      Oh, right.
    

    
      “Guess a beating really is the best medicine? Seeing how compliant you’ve become after passing out.”
    

    
      The guy smirked slightly.
    

    
      “Pfft. You think I’d be scared of that ticklish kick? Don’t flatter yourself. I’m only showing minimal courtesy because you’re the guild master.”
    

    
      “Luis. He says your kick was ticklish.”
    

    
      Shing. 
    

    
      A chilling sound came from Luis’s waist.
    

    
      “Then I’ll make it scratch.”
    

    
      “Just kidding. It actually hurt.”
    

    
      “He says so.”
    

    
      Luis sheathed his sword again.
    

    
      “I was joking too.”
    

    
      “……Damn it.”
    

    
      It seemed Luis had given him a warning while I was away. 
    

    
      Probably something about showing respect to the guild’s master.
    

    
      The blindfold method seemed to have worked to some extent.
    

    
      But separately, the guy appeared to have something specific he wanted.
    

    
      Compared to his frantic behavior yesterday, his demeanor today was completely different. 
    

    
      One hundred percent.
    

    
      And as expected.
    

    
      “I have a request.”
    

    
      He asked in a deeply serious tone.
    

    
      “A request?”
    

    
      “Yes. Will you hear me out? It won’t be a loss for you.”
    

    
      “Speak.”
    

    
      “I, Dayle, want to formally request a commission from Shadow.”
    

    
      I couldn’t help but burst out laughing.
    

    
      “Pfft, hahahaha!”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “Sorry, it’s just so unexpected.”
    

    
      Was he an idiot or just insanely bold? 
    

    
      Judging by his behavior yesterday, he didn’t seem like someone with much to lose.
    

    
      Anyway, I was planning to figure out what abilities he had, but this would have to wait.
    

    
      I had a rough guess about what kind of commission he wanted.
    

    
      “What’s the commission?”
    

    
      “Untie this first. I can’t see a damn thing, and it’s driving me crazy.”
    

    
      I nodded, and Luis removed the blindfold.
    

    
      “Phew! I feel alive again.”
    

    
      “Tell me. What’s the commission you want to entrust to us?”
    

    
      Dayle spoke seriously.
    

    
      “Get me out of Icata and safely to Norton City. The sooner, the better. The reward will be the Secret Tomes you want.”
    

    
      As expected, it matched my guess exactly.
    

    
      “Norton City. You hid the Secret Tomes there, huh?”
    

    
      “Yes. My hideout is in Norton.”
    

    
      Norton was a city not too far from Icata.
    

    
      If I set my mind to it, I could leave now and arrive around sunrise.
    

    
      “Then why should we take your commission? We could just go there ourselves and find it.”
    

    
      Dayle twisted his lips as if I’d said something ridiculous.
    

    
      “Do you take me for a fool? You think I’d reveal the location without any safeguards? The hideout is a place only I know. Even if you somehow found it, you wouldn’t get the Secret Tomes. The seal there only responds to me. If anyone else approaches, the contents burn to ashes.”
    

    
      If anyone else approaches, the contents burn to ashes?
    

    
      The Frost Bullet came to mind again.
    

    
      Like the Frost Bullet, this was a type of sealing formula I’d never heard of before.
    

    
      Could this guy create new magical formulas as well?
    

    
      I glanced at him, and he grinned, shrugging his shoulders.
    

    
      His expression screamed that we had no choice but to accept the commission, exuding confidence.
    

    
      “What’s it gonna be?”
    

    
      But he couldn’t hide the slight tremble in his eyes.
    

    
      Like someone anxious, his left leg shook, and he licked his dry lips.
    

    
      Yeah. Like Azester’s Small Calamity, there was a chance this was just a bluff.
    

    
      Furthermore, the claim of a hideout in Norton City could be a complete lie.
    

    
      A commission not even worth considering.
    

    
      Normally, I’d have dismissed it immediately.
    

    
      But I was hesitating.
    

    
      Not because of the sealing formula he mentioned, of course.
    

    
      Because of that still-glowing aura.
    

    
      To make a decision, I needed certainty, and I decided to ask now.
    

    
      “You don’t use your Evil Eye abilities.”
    

    
      “Hm?”
    

    
      The guy, who had been tensely awaiting my response, slightly furrowed his brow.
    

    
      “What’s that out of nowhere?”
    

    
      “You’re an Evil Eye, right? But you didn’t use any Evil Eye powers, so I’m asking.”
    

    
      “What does that have to do with the current situation? And what do you know about Evil Eye?”
    

    
      “I know plenty. That you’re living weapons created to kill mages and that each eye has different abilities.”
    

    
      I pulled out the Beast Pouch I’d taken from him and continued.
    

    
      “The Mana Freeze phenomenon caused by the Beast Pouch was a new technology discovered by Naimus while studying you guys.”
    

    
      Dayle’s eyes widened as if they’d tear.
    

    
      “Isn’t that enough to say I know a lot? Yet, when you fought Luis yesterday, you didn’t use any abilities. You just fiddled with artifacts and magitech tools, looking like you couldn’t use any powers at all.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “So I’m asking. Are you a failure?”
    

    
      The guy bit his lower lip hard, confirming my guess was correct.
    

    
      It was true. 
    

    
      A half-baked Evil Eye.
    

    
      It was laughable that such a guy even existed, but it was even more laughable that he’d been chosen by Gaius.
    

    
      It smelled like a jackpot.
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      “……What?”
    

    
      “Your ability.”
    

    
      He openly expressed his displeasure.
    

    
      “Didn’t you want the source of the Secret Tomes? Why do you keep asking about that?”
    

    
      “It’s related.”
    

    
      “Related how?”
    

    
      “Can’t tell you.”
    

    
      “What the…….”
    

    
      “Tell me. What’s the ability you have?”
    

    
      Dayle hesitated.
    

    
      “If I tell you, will you accept my commission?”
    

    
      I smiled.
    

    
      “Of course.”
    

    
      The answer that came out of his mouth next made me doubt my ears.
    

    
      “Artifact enhancement. That’s my ability.”
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Artifacts.
    

    
      Magitech tools that combine the finest materials, like the essence of magical beasts or ancient ‘rune stones,’ with the technological prowess of research facilities and advanced magitech engineering.
    

    
      When imbued with the power of time, the lives, names, and achievements of heroes, they become ‘unique’ artifacts.
    

    
      If infused with the power of transcendent beings like gods, demons, or dragons, they’re classified as mythical artifacts.
    

    
      Some say only ‘unique’ and ‘mythical’ grades are true artifacts, but that’s just ignorance of the immense time, capital, and manpower required to create even a single artifact.
    

    
      It varies by type.
    

    
      But the fact that the resources needed for artifact creation can never be limited to a single individual is a universal truth for all artifacts.
    

    
      That’s why facilities like the Magitech Research Institute and Artifact Research Institute exist.
    

    
      They house mages who’ve dedicated their lives to magic, magitech scholars, formula researchers, and various experts and technicians.
    

    
      These are the people who create artifacts, and even they must go through countless trials and errors.
    

    
      Enhancement is the same.
    

    
      It’s not as demanding as creation, but embedding magical formulas, altering properties, or strengthening materials all require specialized knowledge, experience, and skills.
    

    
      Artifact-related work can only be done through the Artifact Research Institute, the sole specialized institution in the nation.
    

    
      ──That was the setting, common knowledge, and established truth I knew in ‘Heroes of Frey’ up to now.
    

    
      But it was about to be shattered.
    

    
      No, it had already been shattered.
    

    
      Because the results were right in front of me.
    

    
      “You made this?”
    

    
      “I enhanced it.”
    

    
      “What.”
    

    
      I almost said, ‘Isn’t that the same thing?’ but stopped.
    

    
      Whether it’s enhancement or creation, that wasn’t the important part right now.
    

    
      At some point, a small table had been placed between us, and on it were a One Hand Musket and a single dagger.
    

    
      The One Hand Musket was the guy’s main weapon, which I’d seen several times.
    

    
      A tragic magitech tool, abandoned due to its inconvenience of single-shot loading, abysmal accuracy, and other issues.
    

    
      The long-barreled ‘Long Musket’ was at least used in the military for its decent lethality, but even that was considered only slightly better than a bow by most.
    

    
      If you trained your body even a little, you could dodge it by watching the muzzle and since the Long Musket’s accuracy was also terrible, it rarely hit unless the enemy was clustered together.
    

    
      The only advantage of muskets was one thing: they were easy to learn and simple to use.
    

    
      But this guy’s musket──,
    

    
      “I engraved the ‘Tracking Formula’ to improve accuracy and compensated for the lack of lethality by infusing it with frost properties.”
    

    
      That’s what he said.
    

    
      The ‘Tracking Formula’ was a magical formula, and he, an individual, had engraved it on a musket.
    

    
      Skeptical, I picked up the musket to check, and it was true. 
    

    
      A magical formula resembling the ‘Tracking Formula’ was etched on the barrel.
    

    
      I stared at him with a ‘How?’ look, and his response was absurd.
    

    
      “I referenced the one on Veneta’s bow and it worked.”
    

    
      It was the kind of infuriating, smug answer you’d hear from someone saying, ‘Valedictorian? I just studied, and it worked.’ 
    

    
      The folks at the Artifact Research Institute would clutch their necks if they heard this.
    

    
      “And for the attribute infusion, I used a rune stone.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “When did you get so close? It’s a bit uncomfortable, so could you back off?”
    

    
      Oops. I got too focused and didn’t realize.
    

    
      I casually moved my face away.
    

    
      “Then what’s with this dagger? This is mine.”
    

    
      Indeed.
    

    
      The dagger next to the One Hand Musket was the one I’d stabbed into his back last time and forgot about.
    

    
      “I embedded a magical formula in it too.”
    

    
      “What kind?”
    

    
      “Barrier Nullification. It’s still incomplete, but…….”
    

    
      I didn’t hear the rest.
    

    
      I tilted my head.
    

    
      “Never heard of that formula.”
    

    
      “Of course not. Barrier Nullification is something I created by combining the magical formulas in my head.”
    

    
      I nearly jumped out of my seat but barely restrained myself.
    

    
      What the hell did he just say?
    

    
      “So you’re saying you created a new artifact that doesn’t exist in the world?”
    

    
      “I said it’s incomplete and it’s enhancement, not creation.”
    

    
      No. This was creation.
    

    
      And knowing how to enhance meant he could create too.
    

    
      ……Now I understood.
    

    
      Why Gaius called this guy a treasure.
    

    
      Even I could see he was a treasure.
    

    
      A one-of-a-kind treasure on this continent.
    

    
      So, my hesitation was over, and I made my decision.
    

    
      “I’ll take it.”
    

    
      “Take what?”
    

    
      “The commission. I’ll accept it.”
    

    
      At that moment, a sharp voice struck my mind.
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      Chapter 56: Dayle (2)
    

    
      The underground liquor storage was enveloped in silence.
    

    
      Yet, like the [Wind Whisper] used by mages, Dayle felt an invisible conversation passing between the two men.
    

    
      From the context, it seemed the long-haired man named Luis was the one trying to dissuade the other.
    

    
      ‘That guy doesn’t seem to want the Secret Tome. Heh heh.’
    

    
      So, Dayle thought there was no way they’d back out of the decision.
    

    
      It’d be absurd for a subordinate to block a job the master had declared they’d take.
    

    
      Thanks to this, Dayle had time to calmly organize his thoughts.
    

    
      In truth, Dayle had no intention—not even a speck—of giving the Secret Tome to Shadow.
    

    
      What he needed was a chance to safely escape Icata.
    

    
      If that chance opened, Dayle planned to flee immediately.
    

    
      It was impossible alone.
    

    
      His face was already known to those cultist bastards.
    

    
      And not just the cultists.
    

    
      Because of the incident where he unleashed magical beasts at the Academy, his face was plastered across Royal Dream’s front pages. 
    

    
      Wanted posters were everywhere, and even wearing an eyepatch would get him caught and investigated. 
    

    
      That was the current reality.
    

    
      Thus, with Dayle’s strength alone, escaping the vast and tightly woven net of Icata was utterly impossible.
    

    
      ‘But if these guys help, it’s a different story.’
    

    
      At first, he was skeptical.
    

    
      Could they really help him escape?
    

    
      Just the two of them.
    

    
      But he concluded it was entirely feasible.
    

    
      The reputation of dominating Icata’s nights ten years ago was no lie.
    

    
      The skull mask. 
    

    
      The intelligence he displayed had already shocked Dayle multiple times, and with that level of information, slipping past the cult and the Frey Empire’s watchful eyes to escape Icata was possible.
    

    
      ‘That guy’s no slouch either.’
    

    
      Dayle glanced up at Luis.
    

    
      At that moment, Luis met his gaze, and Dayle had to turn away from the murderous glint in Luis’s eyes.
    

    
      ‘Damn bastard.’
    

    
      It seemed their conversation had ended.
    

    
      “Then, shall we write the contract?”
    

    
      The chains binding Dayle were released, and Luis placed a contract and pen in front of him.
    

    
      “Just read it carefully and sign.”
    

    
      “Got it.”
    

    
      “Listen while you do. First, before I explain the plan, our Shadow is currently assisting with the Beltus Cult’s affairs.”
    

    
      Dayle’s face, which had been eagerly reading the contract, stiffened.
    

    
      “The cult is our biggest source of income. Their latest request was to catch the artifact thief—you. The reward’s massive, too.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “But I’m planning to give that up.”
    

    
      Dayle tilted his head.
    

    
      “So? Why are you telling me this?”
    

    
      “Because you’re our client now. We can’t lie to a client, can we? We value trust.”
    

    
      “What about the cult?”
    

    
      “We’ll visit them tomorrow and tell them we’re backing out. Sure, our hard-earned credibility will take a hit, and we’ll owe a penalty, but compared to the Secret Tome, it’s a profitable deal.”
    

    
      Dayle sneered inwardly.
    

    
      Valuing trust? What a joke.
    

    
      ‘They’ll probably hand me over to the cult after getting the Secret Tome. For a higher price, of course.’
    

    
      Thieves are a group that doesn’t care what they take as long as it’s profitable.
    

    
      He thought it was too easy for them to accept the job.
    

    
      “So, getting you out of here won’t be too hard. We can figure out where the cult’s eyes are hidden. As for the patrol routes of the city guard, we just need to infiltrate the capital’s defense force and steal the info.”
    

    
      He said it casually, but Dayle knew well how difficult that was.
    

    
      ‘It’s something only Shadow could pull off.’
    

    
      Dayle picked up the pen and asked,
    

    
      “So, what do I need to do?”
    

    
      Just as he was about to sign, the final clause of the contract caught his eye.
    

    
      “You only need to do one thing.”
    

    
      *In the event that the party fails to fulfill the promised obligations or shows signs of doing so, they must cut off one wrist and gouge out an eye.
    

    
      “Trust and follow us.”
    

    
      At Gerard’s words, Dayle nodded.
    

    
      “Good to hear.”
    

    
      He grinned and signed the contract.
    

    
      Then, handing it to Luis beside him, he said confidently,
    

    
      “That’s what I’m best at.”
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      “Will he really move as you think, Master?”
    

    
      Before returning to the Academy, Luis asked from behind.
    

    
      “What do you think?”
    

    
      “He’ll betray us.”
    

    
      I laughed.
    

    
      “Exactly. I think so too. The guy will betray us.”
    

    
      You don’t need to taste shit to know it’s shit.
    

    
      I haven’t observed him for long, but from what he’s shown so far, he’s more than capable of it.
    

    
      His life story says it all.
    

    
      He deserted Evil Eye and lived as a fugitive in Frey for years.
    

    
      Betrayal, paranoia, and lies are second nature to him.
    

    
      “But why do you let it happen, knowing this?”
    

    
      “Oh, because I’m going to recruit him.”
    

    
      Luis’s eyes widened behind his glasses.
    

    
      For Luis to react like this, he must be genuinely shocked.
    

    
      “…You’re joking, right?”
    

    
      “No? You saw it too. His skills. Dayle is exactly the kind of talent Shadow needs.”
    

    
      “But if it’s for that reason, aren’t there other methods? Like poison, for instance.”
    

    
      True.
    

    
      But that’s a coercive measure using force.
    

    
      Like putting a leash on a disobedient dog to control it.
    

    
      “Luis, do you know what a dog with a leash thinks?”
    

    
      “I don’t.”
    

    
      “It waits for the leash to come off. It only thinks about when it’ll loosen, when it can tear it off with force and when that happens, it’s the end.”
    

    
      I continued.
    

    
      “Trust isn’t built that way. You have to stand in the same place, looking at the same thing.”
    

    
      As I said that and looked up at the sky, a low chuckle came from behind.
    

    
      “That’s quite a romantic notion. Standing in the same place, looking at the same thing. Did you learn that at the Academy?”
    

    
      I turned.
    

    
      Luis was also gazing up at the night sky.
    

    
      The stars glittered like jewels above.
    

    
      Just then, a shooting star streaked across. 
    

    
      Luis and my eyes followed its trail simultaneously.
    

    
      I quickly made a wish in my mind.
    

    
      “Read it in a book.”
    

    
      “What book? I’d like to read it too.”
    

    
      “It’s not a book you’d find here.”
    

    
      I patted Luis’s shoulder.
    

    
      “And when do you have time to read? You’ve got work to do.”
    

    
      Luis’s expression soured.
    

    
      I quickly changed the subject.
    

    
      “Anyway, treat him well while he’s here. He doesn’t seem like a bad guy.”
    

    
      After signing the contract, we heard about Dayle’s life.
    

    
      Funny thing is, we only asked about ‘Rendal,’ something we’d been curious about.
    

    
      But he spilled his entire unsolicited past like it was nothing.
    

    
      Sure, he’d had some drinks, but seeing how eagerly he talked, maybe he just wanted someone to listen.
    

    
      Dayle said Rendal saved his life.
    

    
      Rendal was a fugitive too, and the two, in similar circumstances, traveled together for about a month.
    

    
      But Rendal died from an infected wound, and naturally, his legacy passed to Dayle, who stayed by his side.
    

    
      “Even if he was injured, no way Rendal would’ve traveled with an ungrateful scumbag.”
    

    
      “I think so too. His judgment of character was sharp.”
    

    
      There’s one more thing I trust.
    

    
      [Gaius’s Insight].
    

    
      “Oh, and don’t tell Guartes, but let him know soon that I want to meet Narsi.”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      The meeting was arranged quickly.
    

    
      Two days later, in the Sewer District.
    

    
      “You’ve arrived.”
    

    
      “I’m here.”
    

    
      Guartes, who came to greet me, bowed with a sly smile.
    

    
      “You’re early. Please, come inside. The Thunder Dragon hasn’t arrived yet.”
    

    
      Thunder Dragon was another alias for the mad mage Narsi.
    

    
      “There’s a bit of time, so if you wait, he’ll come.”
    

    
      The waterway leading to Guartes’s lab was impeccably clean.
    

    
      No filthy debris floated on the murky water, and the stench was reduced.
    

    
      It felt almost like walking through an ordinary sewer.
    

    
      “Did you do a big cleanup or something? Moving out?”
    

    
      A necromancer who deals with corpses, cleaning.
    

    
      A silly joke, but it meant Narsi, coming today, was a big enough deal to make a necromancer clean.
    

    
      Naturally, it implied the me he’d met before was just some nobody.
    

    
      Catching the subtext, Guartes gave an awkward smile.
    

    
      “Moving? No, just tidied up.”
    

    
      “If you’re cleaning, might as well wash your face too.”
    

    
      “…Heh heh. I’ll make sure to next time.”
    

    
      The lab was, as expected, spotless.
    

    
      No crusted bloodstains or piles of corpses emitting dizzying toxic fumes.
    

    
      Still, I didn’t want to linger, so I checked the time. 
    

    
      Ten minutes until the appointment. 
    

    
      Knowing Narsi’s character, he wasn’t the type to be late.
    

    
      He’ll be here soon.
    

    
      Thud- Thud-
    

    
      Sure enough, the sound of shoes echoed through the waterway.
    

    
      “He’s here.”
    

    
      Guartes stood, looking toward the sound.
    

    
      I fixed my gaze there too.
    

    
      A man emerged, cutting through the waterway’s darkness. 
    

    
      He was a man who perfectly fit the phrase ‘dignified gentleman.’
    

    
      Confident strides and a refined glint in his eyes.
    

    
      “I greet the Thunder Dragon.”
    

    
      The moment his blue gaze landed on me after glancing at Guartes, I felt a jolt, like electricity coursing through my body.
    

    
      “Skull mask? So, you’re the new master of Shadow?”
    

    
      I locked eyes with him briefly before nodding.
    

    
      “I’m the master of Shadow. I hope you’ll excuse my inability to show my face. Call me whatever you like.”
    

    
      “I already know the ways of thieves. I’ve worked with Shadow a few times.”
    

    
      “I see.”
    

    
      “Long time ago. Anyway, nice to meet you. I’m Narsi of Bandarok.”
    

    
      Narsi.
    

    
      A Gold Badge Mercenary and 5th Circle mage.
    

    
      Also, the leader of Bandarok, the largest guild in the empire.
    

    
      “Your reputation precedes you in the cult. I’ve been wanting to meet you, and here we are.”
    

    
      He was a generation older than me. 
    

    
      Even as a fellow master, I owed him minimal courtesy.
    

    
      As I bowed, Narsi scanned me with an intrigued look, then tilted his head.
    

    
      “But have we met somewhere before?”
    

    
      We almost did.
    

    
      When I stole the elixir ‘Fierce Conviction.’
    

    
      But I narrowly escaped, so we didn’t meet.
    

    
      That’s certain.
    

    
      Who knows?
    

    
      Maybe we crossed paths before I possessed this body.
    

    
      “Could be, or maybe not.”
    

    
      Narsi chuckled lightly.
    

    
      “Well, we might’ve brushed past on the street. My mistake. I wasn’t trying to pry into your identity.”
    

    
      “It’s fine.”
    

    
      “Thanks for understanding. Now, let’s sit.”
    

    
      “This way, please.”
    

    
      As soon as we sat, Narsi and Guartes exchanged light pleasantries. 
    

    
      Guartes asked, Narsi answered. 
    

    
      The topic was Bandarok’s drug supply operations.
    

    
      I listened quietly.
    

    
      Didn’t pay too much attention. 
    

    
      It’d soon be useless information.
    

    
      “By the way.”
    

    
      Narsi turned to me and spoke.
    

    
      “Shall we get to business?”
    

    
      Two pairs of eyes focused on me.
    

    
      I was the one who arranged this meeting.
    

    
      “What did you want to see me for?”
    

    
      I didn’t beat around the bush and stated the meeting’s purpose.
    

    
      “I’m planning to abandon the job.”
    

    
      The job, of course, was the cult’s request to find the artifact thief.
    

    
      “What!? What do you mean, abandon the job?”
    

    
      Guartes was the first to shout in shock.
    

    
      “Why so sudden? Is the reward not to your liking?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “Then!?”
    

    
      I looked at Narsi and answered.
    

    
      “Because I thought of a better way.”
    

    
      Guartes was just a middleman; the real client for this job was Narsi.
    

    
      “What’s the way?”
    

    
      Narsi took the bait.
    

    
      “Before I explain, I have a question. Have you ever suspected a traitor within Bandarok?”
    

    
      His ever-composed lips stiffened for the first time.
    

    
      “Master! What an outrageous thing to say! Apologize to the Thunder Dragon at once!”
    

    
      Guartes shouted loudly.
    

    
      Ignoring him, I waited for Narsi’s response.
    

    
      “I have.”
    

    
      “See! There’s no—wait, what? There is?”
    

    
      “Yes, Guartes. I’ve suspected a traitor. Still do and speaking of which.”
    

    
      Narsi’s gaze on Guartes turned icy.
    

    
      “How about you keep your mouth shut from now on? My ears are ringing, and it’s hard to focus.”
    

    
      “…Yes, understood.”
    

    
      “Good. Thanks.”
    

    
      With a twisted smirk, Narsi looked back at me.
    

    
      “A hunch?”
    

    
      “It’s a hunch, but I’m almost certain.”
    

    
      “Why? Got proof?”
    

    
      “No proof. But the circumstances point to it.”
    

    
      “Tell me.”
    

    
      I nodded and began explaining.
    

    
      “Very few people know you possess the elixir ‘Fierce Conviction.’ Yet, the artifact thief stole it brazenly. Right when you were away.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “Also, he escaped the cult’s prison just as brazenly, and as if that wasn’t enough, he chose Icata as his escape route. Why Icata, of all places?”
    

    
      Because he has an ally there to help him.
    

    
      I didn’t say it aloud, but Narsi easily grasped the implication.
    

    
      “So, there’s a traitor in Bandarok, and they’re someone highly trusted within?”
    

    
      “Trusted enough to help with a prison break, their reach likely extends to the cult. Is there such a person?”
    

    
      Narsi fell into thought.
    

    
      A heavy silence settled over the sewer, and Guartes, rattled by the sudden gravity, rolled his eyes nervously.
    

    
      Finally, Narsi spoke.
    

    
      “About five of them.”
    

    
      “That’s a lot.”
    

    
      “They’ve followed me since I was nobody. But regardless, I plan to make any traitor pay a cruel price.”
    

    
      Narsi continued calmly.
    

    
      “In fact, I’ve been thinking the same as you.”
    

    
      As expected.
    

    
      I knew Narsi would.
    

    
      He acts like a refined gentleman, but he’s the most cunning and ruthless mage of all. 
    

    
      That’s his true nature.
    

    
      “I gave you this job for that reason. Catch the artifact thief, and I’d find the fool who dared betray me. So why abandon the job? I haven’t heard the reason yet.”
    

    
      “I’m not the only one abandoning it. You need to as well.”
    

    
      “Hm?”
    

    
      “Publicly. Create that impression. I’m abandoning the job, so you’re giving up on chasing the Academy thief. If that rumor spreads within Bandarok, what happens?”
    

    
      “Ah.”
    

    
      Narsi’s face finally relaxed.
    

    
      “You’re planning to lure the guy out of the Academy?”
    

    
      Sorry, but Dayle’s already out.
    

    
      “Exactly. If there’s a traitor in Bandarok, the Academy thief will hear the news, and he’ll plan his escape from the Academy.”
    

    
      I continued quickly.
    

    
      “So, you need to actually dismantle the encirclement in Icata. Not entirely, just enough to leave a gap for him to slip through. That way, the expected escape route would be…”
    

    
      I explained the detailed plan to them, and Narsi, listening to it all, nodded repeatedly in admiration.
    

    
      “Your scheme is truly impressive. Especially how you exploit human psychology.”
    

    
      “You flatter me. We don’t even know if there’s a traitor yet. If there isn’t, this plan fails.”
    

    
      Narsi shook his head.
    

    
      “No, you left room for doubt, but I’m certain. If there’s no traitor, none of what’s happened makes sense.”
    

    
      True.
    

    
      The problem, if any, is that the traitor is me, sitting right here.
    

    
      Unaware of the culprit before them, Narsi and Guartes kept showering me with praise.
    

    
      “As expected of someone who’s flawlessly handled the cult’s tough jobs. I see why the bishop trusts you.”
    

    
      “Of course! Didn’t I say the Shadow Master is a blessing to our cult?”
    

    
      Haha—loud laughter erupted from both sides.
    

    
      I stood up.
    

    
      “Then, I hope for good results.”
    

    
      Narsi laughed heartily and replied,
    

    
      “Hahaha! You bet! When this is done, I’ll contact you first. Then we’ll have a drink.”
    

    
      Instead of answering, I gave a quiet smile.
    

    
      Then, I turned and left the Sewer District.
    

    
      —Sorry, Narsi.
    

    
      The day we sit and clink glasses together will never come.
    

    
      The next time we meet,
    

    
      That’ll be your last day.
    

    
      The downfall of Narsi and Bandarok.
    

    
      They’re my next targets.
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      Chapter 57: Dayle (3)
    

    
      If I were asked to pick five of the trickiest bosses to face among the bosses existing in ‘Frey,’ I would have quite a bit of deliberation.
    

    
      But there were at least two beings I wouldn’t hesitate about. 
    

    
      One of them was none other than Narsi.
    

    
      The mad mage, Narsi.
    

    
      But that was a moniker spread by the mages of the Magic Tower who envied his abilities.
    

    
      Those who had witnessed his prowess all called him this.
    

    
      Thunder Dragon.
    

    
      As the moniker suggested, he was a master of lightning magic.
    

    
      His combat style was based on rapid casting, unleashing various lightning spells indiscriminately.
    

    
      On top of that, his insane performance enhancement vision, which detected threats and automatically intercepted them, made close-quarters hand-to-hand combat impossible as well.
    

    
      “Controlling him was really fucking frustrating. He was a guy with no answer unless you were a damage dealer who could stick close.”
    

    
      I smiled at the memories that resurfaced vividly.
    

    
      Thanks to that, if it weren’t for Dayle’s matter, I wouldn’t have planned such a gamble.
    

    
      Narsi only got connected to the academy after the mid-game. 
    

    
      There was no need to take risks right now.
    

    
      But I had to recruit Dayle, and the person who issued the wanted order for Dayle in the cult was none other than Narsi.
    

    
      He had a personality that wouldn’t quit until he confirmed Dayle’s death, so ultimately, there was only one path I could choose.
    

    
      “I have to eliminate the root cause guy.”
    

    
      Someday it was an obstacle I had to remove anyway. 
    

    
      I thought of it as clearing it out in advance.
    

    
      Another thing.
    

    
      I called it a gamble, but it wasn’t a gamble with no chance of winning at all.
    

    
      “The Narsi here hasn’t taken ‘Fierce Conviction.’ It means he’s the weakest among the many Narsi I’ve faced.”
    

    
      Especially not having taken ‘Fierce Conviction’ was such a critical weakness for the guy that it was truly an enormous benefit.
    

    
      Therefore, it was a fight worth trying.
    

    
      Time passed quickly.
    

    
      Late Friday afternoon. 
    

    
      The promised moment arrived.
    

    
      At a time when everyone fell into sleep, I slipped out of the academy and headed to Lunatic.
    

    
      “You’ve arrived, Master.”
    

    
      The person who greeted me was a bearded man with a bushy chin beard.
    

    
      “Preparations are?”
    

    
      “All done.”
    

    
      It was Luis. 
    

    
      He was wearing a face mask specially made for disguise, and behind Luis, there stood a man who looked wronged.
    

    
      Then, that guy must be Dayle.
    

    
      Dayle wasn’t wearing an eyepatch, yet his pupil colors were the same. 
    

    
      That too was thanks to Luis’s disguise.
    

    
      As I approached, Dayle looked me up and down and then briefly admired.
    

    
      “Wow. The mask you’re wearing feels real, huh? Just looking at it makes me feel bad and unlucky, the disguise is too seamless.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “How did you imagine making such a shitty face? I’m scared you might suggest swapping with my mask.”
    

    
      Dayle covered his face with both hands.
    

    
      From behind, Luis’s kheup- sound of stifling laughter came.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      For reference, I was in my original face.
    

    
      I had just not worn the skull mask.
    

    
      Perk!
    

    
      “Ugh. Suddenly why, why hit!?”
    

    
      “You’re really excited, huh? Huh? Aren’t you tense?”
    

    
      “No. You said you had confidence? Don’t worry, you said!”
    

    
      “Still, be tense, you punk. If you mess up, we’re all fucked.”
    

    
      I got annoyed for no reason and hit him one more time.
    

    
      “And no swap, punk. I’m satisfied with my mask now.”
    

    
      Leaving the aggrieved Dayle behind, we left Lunatic.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Dayle couldn’t believe it.
    

    
      ‘No way. Is it really this easy?’
    

    
      Currently, they had just passed the reed field and were climbing the trail path heading toward the central mountain range.
    

    
      Glancing back, through the densely lined trees, a large gray wall was visible, and inside it again, high clock towers and pointed building roofs were seen.
    

    
      Yes. 
    

    
      Just now, they had escaped Icata and even passed the reed field, the boundary of Icata.
    

    
      In other words, as of this time, it meant they had completely left Icata.
    

    
      ‘Unbelievable.’
    

    
      Dayle didn’t hide his emptiness.
    

    
      And understandably, he hadn’t done anything. He had just followed the two people moving.
    

    
      In that process, no special skills were used, nor did they move along a special route.
    

    
      It was like walking along a path that was originally open, and before he knew it, they were in front of the city gate checkpoint.
    

    
      “There. Stop. It’s prohibited to leave now. Go back.”
    

    
      Of course, there wasn’t no crisis at all.
    

    
      “What’s going on there?”
    

    
      “Ah. Squad leader sir. We found personnel trying to go outside the city, so we’re checking.”
    

    
      But for them, this couldn’t be called a crisis.
    

    
      “By any chance, three people?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Then let them go.”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “Didn’t hear? Let them go.”
    

    
      “Ah. Understood.”
    

    
      Seeing the squad leader nodding while looking at them, Dayle could tell there had been a secret deal in advance.
    

    
      Dayle recalled the old saying, ‘If someone else’s work looks incredibly easy, it’s because that person’s skill is outstanding.’
    

    
      ‘It fits the current situation perfectly.’
    

    
      Of course, since they could easily obtain the cult’s information, the plan was probably made that much easier.
    

    
      Even excluding that, it was hard to gauge how much unseen effort had gone into it.
    

    
      Dayle thought.
    

    
      With these people, it seemed like they could really regain the glory of 10 years ago.
    

    
      ‘However, to do that, they’ll need the secret tomes I have.’
    

    
      Dayle had no intention of handing them over willingly.
    

    
      A kind of insurance, so to speak. 
    

    
      If he handed over the secret tomes, they might suddenly turn and hand him over to the cult at any time.
    

    
      Also, greed arose.
    

    
      ‘Like this time, I might need Shadow’s power again later, right?’
    

    
      He wanted to keep the secret tomes as insurance for that time.
    

    
      ‘I have a weapon that can control these guys at will, so I can’t waste it so vainly.’
    

    
      So, to Dayle, Shadow didn’t seem impressive at all.
    

    
      After all, he firmly held their weakness.
    

    
      “Hey. What are you thinking about?”
    

    
      At that moment, a voice came from the front.
    

    
      Gerard was looking at him.
    

    
      “What’s so good that you’re smirking? Let’s laugh together.”
    

    
      Dayle hurriedly smiled slyly.
    

    
      “It’s nothing much. I finally escaped Icata that I wanted so badly, so laughter comes out naturally. Ehehe.”
    

    
      “Is that so? But don’t rejoice yet. It’s not over. The cult’s eyes haven’t completely disappeared.”
    

    
      “Worrying is your fate. We have this, don’t we?”
    

    
      Dayle touched the face mask covering his face.
    

    
      Even though it was artificially made leather, the texture felt vividly like touching real skin at his fingertips.
    

    
      “Anyway, even if they see me, they won’t recognize me, so what.”
    

    
      “That’s not omnipotent.”
    

    
      “Ehei. I know, I know. You were about to say it has the drawback of having to be discarded after a day? But a day is enough time to get to Norton City. It’s fine.”
    

    
      Dayle grinned and looked around.
    

    
      Currently, the path they were walking was a trail where mountain animals roamed.
    

    
      If they moved a bit more from here, a large merchant road to the south would appear. 
    

    
      Going left there would lead to the road to their destination, Norton City.
    

    
      Truly a perfect route.
    

    
      Unless they encountered bandits or magical beasts, the request was as good as done.
    

    
      However, Dayle had no intention of going to Norton City.
    

    
      ‘I’m going to Barian.’
    

    
      From Barian Village, move west and then completely change direction, ride the mountain range north, and head to the northern region—that was Dayle’s plan.
    

    
      Yes.
    

    
      In Norton City, none of what Dayle had said existed.
    

    
      Neither the hiding place, nor the sealing array that would burn everything there.
    

    
      And the secret tomes too.
    

    
      The legacy left by Rendal had been moving with him in Dayle’s subspace from the beginning.
    

    
      ‘It’s about time to slip away.’
    

    
      Just then, a section where the path narrowed and the bushes thickened appeared.
    

    
      “Dayle. What will you do when the request ends? Do you have a plan or something?”
    

    
      Gerard asked.
    

    
      “No such thing.”
    

    
      Dayle answered roughly.
    

    
      He didn’t have the leisure to focus on the answer. 
    

    
      He had to time it properly and escape at once.
    

    
      “Gonna live stealing artifacts the same as before?”
    

    
      “Probably.”
    

    
      “Keep hiding the same way?”
    

    
      Dayle raised his mana.
    

    
      “It’s a familiar life.”
    

    
      “Wanna join our guild?”
    

    
      His concentration broke.
    

    
      From the recoil, Dayle nearly staggered greatly but barely regained his balance.
    

    
      “……What, what?”
    

    
      The surprise was only Dayle’s. 
    

    
      Gerard kept walking forward only.
    

    
      Luis too.
    

    
      “You said you’re gonna live as a thief anyway? So rather, how about joining our guild.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “You won’t get caught. You’re Rendal’s successor.”
    

    
      No answer.
    

    
      Was the shock severe?
    

    
      The silence was quite long.
    

    
      The two people stopped walking and looked back. 
    

    
      The figure of Dayle who had been following was nowhere to be seen anymore.
    

    
      “He fled.”
    

    
      Luis said calmly.
    

    
      “He chose this in the end. Bitter.”
    

    
      “Hoot. You already anticipated it, didn’t you?”
    

    
      “Anticipating and actually experiencing it feels different.”
    

    
      Gerard stared intently into the bushes. 
    

    
      As if seeing Dayle running somewhere beyond. 
    

    
      He said while slowly shifting his gaze sideways.
    

    
      “He’s fast as hell. We couldn’t have caught him anyway?”
    

    
      “First, for me, yes. The moment I sensed, he was already gone behind me.”
    

    
      Then, it wouldn’t have been different for me either.
    

    
      Muttering, Gerard took out his pocket watch and checked the time.
    

    
      The remaining time was five hours.
    

    
      Time was plenty.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Dayle arrived at Bairan Village 30 minutes later.
    

    
      Was it because he used his enhancement vision at full power? 
    

    
      As soon as he arrived in Bairan, Dayle collapsed onto the roadside as if fainting.
    

    
      “Heuk! Heuk! Ow, damn, I’m dying.”
    

    
      Bairan was a small rural village.
    

    
      Most people maintained their livelihood by selling harvest from field work to Icata.
    

    
      So, the village’s dawn was quiet.
    

    
      Finding a place to stay in this countryside without even a hotel, let alone an inn, was futile, so Dayle decided on sleeping rough.
    

    
      But he had to fill his stomach.
    

    
      After resting and waking up, he would immediately move to the north, so he needed to prepare a considerable amount of provisions too.
    

    
      “But the time is what it is, so a place to get food…… Huh?”
    

    
      It was then that a dim light caught Dayle’s eye as he looked around.
    

    
      The house on the hill looked like a family home, but smoke was rising from the chimney. 
    

    
      It was surprising to be awake at this late dawn, but more surprising was that the smoke faintly carried the smell of meat.
    

    
      Seeing leather hanging in the front yard, Dayle finally understood everything.
    

    
      ‘It’s a hunter’s house!’
    

    
      He didn’t know why a hunter was awake at this hour. 
    

    
      Anyway, Dayle moved his steps there first.
    

    
      Because he calculated that if it was a hunter, he might be able to get food from him.
    

    
      Before knocking on the door, Dayle checked his face mask and eye color. 
    

    
      Fortunately, Luis’s disguise was still holding.
    

    
      Knock knock.
    

    
      “Is anyone there?”
    

    
      The person who came out was a sturdy-built man who looked like a hunter to anyone.
    

    
      Showing considerable wariness.
    

    
      “……Who are you?”
    

    
      So, Dayle smiled brightly.
    

    
      “I’m a passing traveler, but could I possibly buy some food? I’ll compensate sufficiently.”
    

    
      He unfastened his vest and showed the inside. 
    

    
      The money pouch hanging inside the vest shook with a heavy sound.
    

    
      Seeing that, the hunter nodded.
    

    
      “……Come on in.”
    

    
      “Haha. Thank you.”
    

    
      Dayle strode into the house.
    

    
      The layout was ordinary. 
    

    
      Typical hunter’s house atmosphere, so to speak.
    

    
      Leather clothes and decorations made from animal hides and bones.
    

    
      In the cauldron, hot-looking meat soup was boiling vigorously, and on the large workbench, there was a knife with blood residue and disassembled meat chunks.
    

    
      “You must have been working.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “You’re doing it without sleeping, so the delivery deadline must be tight, huh?”
    

    
      Still no answer.
    

    
      Looking at the hunter’s side, he was standing still, staring at Dayle.
    

    
      ‘Acting stingy.’
    

    
      Dayle smiled awkwardly.
    

    
      “Haha. I don’t plan to stay long. I’ll leave right after getting food. Um. How much spare do you have? It’d be good if I could get about a week’s worth…….”
    

    
      While speaking, Dayle casually looked behind the workbench and suddenly doubted his eyes.
    

    
      “……though.”
    

    
      There was an iron cage there.
    

    
      A fierce beast trapped inside.
    

    
      ‘Magical beast?’
    

    
      It wasn’t just any magical beast.
    

    
      It was a type he’d never seen, but this demonic aura piercing the skin was qualitatively different from something like an orc’s.
    

    
      ‘It’s at least Grade 3 or higher guy.’
    

    
      What was surprising was that such a beast was trapped in a rural hunter’s home like this.
    

    
      ‘Did he catch it? Or is he raising it?’
    

    
      If caught, it was hard to believe, and if raising, even harder.
    

    
      Grrrr…….
    

    
      The magical beast stared at Dayle, emitting a ferocious killing intent.
    

    
      With that, Dayle gradually felt an ominous feeling tightening his neck.
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      Thud.
    

    
      The hunter placed a box containing food on the workbench.
    

    
      Thanks to that, the magical beast’s gaze was blocked by the box.
    

    
      “5 gold.”
    

    
      Dayle sighed in relief as the beast’s gaze disappeared, but soon frowned at the food price he heard.
    

    
      No.
    

    
      5 gold for a week’s worth of food?
    

    
      But seeing the hunter’s expression that said ‘No haggling absolutely,’ Dayle had no choice but to pay and leave the house.
    

    
      “What the hell.”
    

    
      However, the unease continued even after leaving the village.
    

    
      He found a suitable spot to sleep rough, made a bed, and lit a fire.
    

    
      In front of the campfire, he took out jerky.
    

    
      Worried about poison, he checked for it using the silver ring he had.
    

    
      Then burst into laughter.
    

    
      “Puhu. Yeah. No way there’s poison, right?”
    

    
      The process of escaping Icata was perfect, and the disguise was perfect.
    

    
      He had shaken off Shadow too.
    

    
      The adventurer and those cult idiots still think he’s hiding inside the academy.
    

    
      Everything is going according to plan.
    

    
      “Probably a pup he picked up by chance as a baby and raised since then. Let’s not think sensitively.”
    

    
      Dayle smirked while tearing into the jerky.
    

    
      The taste was quite good.
    

    
      “Of course. I paid a whopping 5 gold for it, so it has to taste good.”
    

    
      Dayle briefly closed his eyes while mentally calculating the remaining food amount and the distance to the north.
    

    
      It wasn’t even 5 minutes before he dreamed.
    

    
      Memories from the time with Rendal.
    

    
      ─‘……Why. Why are you helping me? I just abandoned you earlier and ran to save myself.’
    

    
      ─‘We promised, punk. As fellow fugitives, to help each other in tough times.’
    

    
      Haha. That’s right.
    

    
      But you’re really foolish to throw away your precious life for such a promise.
    

    
      ‘Because that’s what a thief is’ my ass. Is that words or fart?
    

    
      “I miss you, Rendal.”
    

    
      Rendal laughed heartily, saying the same for him.
    

    
      And then scattered like smoke, gradually fading away.
    

    
      Like waking from a dream, Rendal’s form blurred.
    

    
      Then a new silhouette appeared.
    

    
      It wasn’t Rendal.
    

    
      Familiar appearance.
    

    
      “?”
    

    
      It was the hunter.
    

    
      “Sorry. For not being the Rendal you’re looking for.”
    

    
      A smooth voice came from behind.
    

    
      A middle-aged man with a stylish mustache appeared beside the hunter.
    

    
      It was a middle-aged man Dayle was seeing for the first time.
    

    
      Dayle had a question.
    

    
      Did unfamiliar people appear in dreams too?
    

    
      At the same time.
    

    
      Thump! Boom! Thump! Boom!
    

    
      His heart pounded as if exploding.
    

    
      His breathing grew rough, and his vision cleared.
    

    
      Yes. It’s not a dream.
    

    
      The hunter and the gentlemanly middle-aged man.
    

    
      Especially meeting eyes with the middle-aged man smiling at him, a name flashed in Dayle’s mind, and his body began trembling madly.
    

    
      Tremble tremble…….
    

    
      Dayle wanted to deny it.
    

    
      “Nice to meet you.”
    

    
      But with the middle-aged man’s following words, denial became reality.
    

    
      “I’m Narsi. I really wanted to meet you.”
    

    
      Dayle intuited.
    

    
      Tonight would be longer and colder than any night he had ever spent in his life.
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      Chapter 58 : Dayle (4)
    

    
      “Are you the one? The artifact thief.”
    

    
      “Haha. Wh-what are you talking about? Thief?”
    

    
      Dayle put on a brazen expression and denied it for now.
    

    
      “I’m just an ordinary traveler.”
    

    
      “Hmm. Is that so?”
    

    
      “Yes, elder. Hehe.”
    

    
      His heart pounded madly.
    

    
      There was no way these people would believe his words. 
    

    
      They had already come knowing that he was the artifact thief. 
    

    
      Otherwise, they wouldn’t have suddenly appeared in this rural forest on the outskirts.
    

    
      ‘If I fight back, I’ll definitely die. I have to escape.’
    

    
      They were being cautious to capture him perfectly.
    

    
      Therefore, the opportunity was only once.
    

    
      Dayle waited for that opportunity to come.
    

    
      “The one we’re looking for is missing one eye.”
    

    
      “Is that so? Then it’s not me. As you can see, both of my eyes are fine.”
    

    
      “It appears so on the outside. But I heard that the thief can disguise himself with a special vision. So we need to check your face.”
    

    
      Dayle’s expression hardened stiffly.
    

    
      “My face?”
    

    
      “That’s right.”
    

    
      The opportunity was bullshit; it was a crisis.
    

    
      ‘In that case, I have no choice but to gamble.’
    

    
      Dayle drew up his mana.
    

    
      “Hoo. Then it can’t be helped. This is the first time I’m allowing a man to touch my face, but I’ll cooperate this time for your sake.”
    

    
      “Thank you. I won’t forget this favor.”
    

    
      “When nothing is found, you must apologize politely.”
    

    
      “Of course? I promise.”
    

    
      At Narsi’s signal, the hunter extended his hand toward Dayle.
    

    
      The massive hand gradually approached his face.
    

    
      Dayle pretended to obediently offer his face while hiding his hand behind his back.
    

    
      ‘Cold Punk.’
    

    
      Cold metal was gripped in his hand.
    

    
      One Hand Musket, Cold Punk.
    

    
      Just then, the hunter bent down to touch his face, and Dayle pulled out Cold Punk and aimed it at his stomach.
    

    
      The process was extremely swift and natural. 
    

    
      By the time the hunter noticed, it was already too late.
    

    
      Taang!
    

    
      The bullet containing cold air exploded upon firing, freezing the surroundings.
    

    
      Crackle!
    

    
      Now was the time.
    

    
      Dayle didn’t miss the gap and escaped the spot.
    

    
      Crackle──!
    

    
      And then he was electrocuted and fell over.
    

    
      “Keuugh!”
    

    
      Dayle flew, leaving a long scratch on the ground. 
    

    
      He got up right away, but perhaps due to the aftereffects of the electrocution. 
    

    
      His mind was hazy.
    

    
      “Oh dear. Are you okay?”
    

    
      Narsi asked.
    

    
      “……Damn it. Does this look okay to you?”
    

    
      “Huhu. Then why try to escape? This entire clearing is my domain. As long as my gaze reaches, you can never escape.”
    

    
      Normally, he wouldn’t have fallen for it.
    

    
      It was just that he couldn’t notice because the lenses were covering both eyes due to the disguise technique.
    

    
      “I promised to take responsibility and apologize with compensation. Or, should I take it as you admitting yourself that you’re the artifact thief?”
    

    
      Narsi smiled leisurely.
    

    
      Before he knew it, the hunter also stood beside him, looking unharmed.
    

    
      Grit, Dayle ground his teeth. 
    

    
      Now that it had come to this, it was all or nothing.
    

    
      Rip!
    

    
      Dayle tore off the Face Mask and threw it away.
    

    
      His bare face was revealed. 
    

    
      The gem embedded in his eye shone blue like that of a beast.
    

    
      “Yeah. I’m the artifact thief you guys are looking for.”
    

    
      At the same time, energies that were invisible to Dayle’s eyes began to appear.
    

    
      Narsi’s mana, and the magic field created by that mana.
    

    
      It wasn’t a lie.
    

    
      Narsi’s magic field was now dominating the entire clearing.
    

    
      ‘He had already cast the spell before waking me up. I should have taken it off earlier.’
    

    
      Tsk, Dayle clicked his tongue and gripped his weapons.
    

    
      One hand held the Arming Sword, the other Cold Punk.
    

    
      At that moment, something no one expected happened.
    

    
      “……Evil Eye?”
    

    
      It was Narsi.
    

    
      He looked at Dayle with a quite surprised face.
    

    
      Seeing that, Dayle inwardly cheered.
    

    
      ‘Right. That bastard was a mage!’
    

    
      In the Frey Empire, the existence of Evil Eye to mages was equivalent to the grim reaper.
    

    
      Recalling that fact, Dayle instantly switched his stance.
    

    
      “Yeah. I’m Evil Eye. What? Surprised?”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “You must know well that Evil Eye has an advantage in compatibility over mages. But don’t worry too much. I’ve decided not to kill for a while. You’re very lucky.”
    

    
      Dayle folded his arms and shouted triumphantly.
    

    
      “Get lost! If you turn back like this, I’ll specially not hold you accountable.”
    

    
      There was no answer.
    

    
      Narsi still remained silent, and the hunter was the same.
    

    
      Dayle was flustered.
    

    
      ‘What? Too shocked to remember how to speak?’
    

    
      It was a misunderstanding.
    

    
      Soon after, Narsi’s mouth opened.
    

    
      And the words that came out surprised Dayle instead.
    

    
      “To meet the escaped Evil Eye here. As you said, I’m really lucky.”
    

    
      Boom, lightning struck in Dayle’s mind.
    

    
      Evil Eye was a secret special unit of the Naimus Empire.
    

    
      Knowing that he had escaped from there meant that Narsi was affiliated with the Naimus Empire.
    

    
      ‘Shit. Now I see, the Naimus and the cult bastards are all in cahoots!’
    

    
      It was a terrifying secret.
    

    
      The leader of the largest adventurer guild in Frey was from an enemy nation!
    

    
      But even if he learned it now, there was nothing Dayle could do.
    

    
      “I know well that you’re a half-baked failure. Huhu. After finishing my business, I can hand you over to the empire. Ah. How can things go so smoothly?”
    

    
      Snap, when Narsi’s fingers collided, the hunter strode toward Dayle.
    

    
      Dayle tried to escape.
    

    
      But it was futile.
    

    
      Narsi’s magic blocked his path every time, and he fought the hunter but had to greet the ground in just 5 seconds.
    

    
      Boom!
    

    
      “……Keuk!”
    

    
      The hunter took out a rope, bound Dayle’s body, and slung him over his shoulder.
    

    
      “It’s done.”
    

    
      “Yeah. Let’s return to headquarters.”
    

    
      Thus, Dayle ended up returning to Icata less than an hour after leaving it.
    

    
      Dayle struggled.
    

    
      But every time, what came flying was the hunter’s fist pummeling.
    

    
      He couldn’t take out a sword from subspace, nor could he break the rope with strength. 
    

    
      It was a rope for hunting beasts, so it was impossible for Dayle to untie it on his own.
    

    
      It was dismal.
    

    
      ‘If I had Daybreak…….’
    

    
      No.
    

    
      ‘What if I had just listened to them.’
    

    
      Only then did Dayle regret leaving Shadow’s side.
    

    
      Of course, Shadow was also in league with the cult.
    

    
      Like Narsi here. 
    

    
      They probably planned to sell him to the cult after getting the secret tome from him.
    

    
      But this was all his own speculation and suspicion, wasn’t it?
    

    
      He didn’t know. 
    

    
      Shadow might have been sincere.
    

    
      ‘Bullshit. Because the situation is like this, I’m having pathetic regrets.’
    

    
      It was when Dayle was smirking at his own cunning.
    

    
      Narsi and the hunter suddenly stopped walking.
    

    
      Thick darkness. 
    

    
      Within it, two figures blocked their way.
    

    
      The untimely appearance of uninvited guests.
    

    
      The hunter hardened his expression and blocked the front, but Narsi grabbed his arm. 
    

    
      Narsi’s expression as he looked at them was filled with delight.
    

    
      “Oh? You?”
    

    
      The darkness lifted, revealing a pure white skull mask.
    

    
      “Have you been well.”
    

    
      “Haha. I’ve been well. But what brings you here?”
    

    
      “I came to check if things were resolved well.”
    

    
      “I see. As you can see, it’s resolved well. Thanks to you.”
    

    
      Narsi laughed heartily.
    

    
      “Telling me about the chemical smell of the Face Mask in advance was brilliant. If not for that, I would have missed him.”
    

    
      “I’m glad.”
    

    
      Gerard and Luis, wearing skull masks, approached them.
    

    
      “But you never know. He’s a sly guy, so he might be hiding some trick. May we check one last time.”
    

    
      “Huhu. You really don’t let anything pass. Go ahead.”
    

    
      Narsi nodded readily and stepped aside.
    

    
      The two stood in front of the hunter.
    

    
      “So this is the guy. The reliable friend.”
    

    
      “He’s the most useful except for five others. Especially skilled in slicing people alive.”
    

    
      “Ah.”
    

    
      Suddenly, a blinding flash gleamed.
    

    
      “Like this?”
    

    
      A bright red blood streak soared into the air.
    

    
      “Keuaaaaah!”
    

    
      The hunter’s scream shook the forest. 
    

    
      He instinctively swung his arm at the sudden situation.
    

    
      But one of his arms was already gone. 
    

    
      It had been cut off from the shoulder by Luis’s sword and flown away.
    

    
      The ambush didn’t end there.
    

    
      Luis and Gerard persistently followed the staggering hunter and swung their swords.
    

    
      Slash! Slash!
    

    
      Thanks to that, Dayle on the hunter’s shoulder was disoriented.
    

    
      The atmosphere suddenly reversed.
    

    
      The scenes before his eyes flipped rapidly, the ground and trees, the night sky turning upside down.
    

    
      Soon, the everything stopped in the world.
    

    
      In the midst of it, a man looking down at him stood tall.
    

    
      Dayle looked up at him.
    

    
      And asked.
    

    
      “Why. Why me…….”
    

    
      It was a question filled with many doubts and confusions.
    

    
      But the answer was calm and obvious.
    

    
      “You’re our customer.”
    

    
      “……!”
    

    
      “A thief doesn’t break a promise. The request is still ongoing.”
    

    
      Dayle’s eyes widened greatly.
    

    
      His pupils shook madly, and a hazy film began to form at the edges.
    

    
      Before his eyes, the past and present were mixing.
    

    
      ─‘You promised, punk. As fellow fugitives, we’d help each other when in trouble.’
    

    
      ─‘Punk. This is what a thief is.’
    

    
      At the same time, all the ropes binding Dayle were undone.
    

    
      The man’s necklace was glowing softly.
    

    
      “Watch from there. I’ll show you what a real thief is.”
    

    
      He grinned and turned his body.
    

    
      At that, Dayle felt something hot surging up from his chest. 
    

    
      It seemed like he might pour out teardrops in a flood at any moment.
    

    
      But he held back.
    

    
      Because he had to watch the fight that would soon unfold with wide eyes clearly.
    

    
      ‘My fate is there.’
    

    
      Dayle struggled to raise his upper body and cast his gaze toward the two people in standoff.
    

    
      There, a suffocating tension like suffocation flowed heavily.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Narsi lowered his head.
    

    
      At his feet, before him, the hunter covered in blood lay fallen. 
    

    
      One arm cut off, with fatal wounds on his stomach and chest respectively.
    

    
      It was the injury sustained from two people in that short time.
    

    
      “Sor, sorry. Narsi-sama.”
    

    
      The hunter uttered with difficulty.
    

    
      Narsi shook his head and smiled kindly.
    

    
      “No. It’s my mistake for misjudging. I thought you were useful.”
    

    
      Narsi patted his shoulder.
    

    
      “You were trash.”
    

    
      “……!”
    

    
      Crackle, an intense electric shock cleaved the darkness.
    

    
      Before long, a pitch-black charred lump of meat lay at Narsi’s feet. 
    

    
      Thud, Narsi pushed the meat lump with his shoe and raised his eyes to look at Gerard.
    

    
      “Now, will you explain? I don’t understand the current situation.”
    

    
      “It’s as you see.”
    

    
      “So. You’re betraying?”
    

    
      “That’s not it. To begin with, you and I have no relation at all.”
    

    
      Narsi stroked his beard and nodded his head.
    

    
      “I see. You’re right. Since you gave up on our request last time, this is now just between you and me; the cult is separate. But…… why? Personal grudge? Or is my guild the goal? I liked you, so what’s the reason for this foolish choice.”
    

    
      Gerard replied indifferently.
    

    
      “It’s simple. We don’t associate with scum like drug dealers or human hunters.”
    

    
      “……Drug dealers? Did you just say drug dealers?”
    

    
      “Yeah. Drug dealers.”
    

    
      “Huhuh.”
    

    
      Narsi burst into empty laughter.
    

    
      “You’re begging to be killed quickly. Fine. I’ll grant your wish.”
    

    
      At the same time, Narsi’s hem fluttered madly.
    

    
      An unusual airflow flowed centered on him.
    

    
      To the point that the skin tingled with magical power, Gerard stepped back one step while gripping Raven’s handle.
    

    
      Crackle, blue current flowed along Narsi’s body. 
    

    
      Then, a single light source formed above his head.
    

    
      [Baltharga's Blessing]
    

    
      The rising vision that represented the person Narsi, and the technique that gave Narsi the moniker Thunder Dragon.
    

    
      The light source orbited around Narsi, intercepting and blocking all approaching enemies, objects, and attacks.
    

    
      ‘Full power from the start.’
    

    
      Gerard raised the corner of his mouth.
    

    
      A flow different from expected.
    

    
      But nothing changed.
    

    
      Gerard shook his head slightly.
    

    
      That was the signal.
    

    
      Tat!
    

    
      Luis, who had been watching him, kicked the ground. 
    

    
      Gerard also ran. 
    

    
      Thus, the two people rushed in from both sides and threw daggers.
    

    
      Swish──
    

    
      The number was six.
    

    
      Among them, the daggers Gerard launched were all given variations with [Telekinesis], so they surged in with different directions and time differences.
    

    
      But.
    

    
      Boom!
    

    
      The lightning streaks emitted by the light source bounced off all the flying daggers without a single error.
    

    
      “Flanking tactics don’t work on me. No matter how many come, it doesn’t matt……!”
    

    
      Narsi couldn’t finish his words.
    

    
      Because a sudden flash gleamed right before his eyes.
    

    
      Keeing!
    

    
      Narsi quickly summoned his staff to block it.
    

    
      But he couldn’t block the impact.
    

    
      Slide, the pushed Narsi trembled his body.
    

    
      It was literally a hair’s breadth.
    

    
      If he had been a bit slower, his head would have split.
    

    
      Thinking that, the smile disappeared from his lips, and his facial muscles stiffened.
    

    
      “What a shame. I could have ended it in one go.”
    

    
      The skull mask, who had already distanced himself, was smacking his lips.
    

    
      ‘……What? Was it spatial leap?’
    

    
      Narsi shook his head.
    

    
      No. That was the exclusive domain of grand mages.
    

    
      Similar but different, a thief’s vision.
    

    
      “Hmm. Now I see you had a hidden card.”
    

    
      Narsi bared his teeth and growled.
    

    
      “Then I must respond accordingly. Come forth, Berga.”
    

    
      In an instant, a spell was drawn, and a black beast sprang out from within.
    

    
      Grade 2 beast, Berga.
    

    
      At Narsi’s signal, Berga pounced on Luis, who was dodging lightning madly and drawing the attention of the light source.
    

    
      “Now there’s no interferer.”
    

    
      Instead of an answer, a dagger flew.
    

    
      Flash──!
    

    
      The dagger was bounced by the beam shot by the light source.
    

    
      In the meantime, Narsi completed one magic.
    

    
      [Thunderbolt].
    

    
      Boom!
    

    
      A deep pit was dug where Gerard had been.
    

    
      But Gerard was already not there.
    

    
      He was moving through [Dagger Shift], avoiding the light source and Narsi’s magic.
    

    
      Besides that.
    

    
      Boom!
    

    
      He counterattacked with [Flame Surge] and [Blade Wind], which had fast spell deployment.
    

    
      “You can’t even scratch my body with such low-level magic.”
    

    
      But it didn’t work on Narsi.
    

    
      To begin with, damaging him with the magics Gerard had learned was impossible.
    

    
      Nevertheless, the reason Gerard kept dodging and using only magic was.
    

    
      To wait for the opportunity.
    

    
      ‘The only way to catch Narsi is this.’
    

    
      The opportunity was only once.
    

    
      Boom!
    

    
      The moment Narsi’s vision was obscured by [Flame Surge].
    

    
      Gerard summoned Sylph and sent it flying upward.
    

    
      “I see! I wondered how you were dodging my lightning; you were moving through the thrown daggers!”
    

    
      Narsi quickly figured out the weakness of [Dagger Shift] and switched his attack method. 
    

    
      Instead of Gerard, he showered lightning on the spots where daggers were embedded.
    

    
      Rumble!
    

    
      “Keuk.”
    

    
      Gerard, who barely avoided the thunderbolt, finally intuited that the time had come.
    

    
      The decisive move to end this battle.
    

    
      “Phase Shift.”
    

    
      The view before Gerard’s eyes reversed.
    

    
      Whooosh──
    

    
      The fierce wind blowing.
    

    
      The floating sensation enveloping his entire body.
    

    
      Looking down, he saw the ground tumbling here and there, pitted, and the ruined forest.
    

    
      This was the sky where Sylph had been just moments ago.
    

    
      At the same time, above Narsi’s head.
    

    
      Then, his body free-fell downward.
    

    
      Narsi, who looked like a black dot, gradually grew larger.
    

    
      Toward him, Gerard extended Raven.
    

    
      Crack- The night raven opened its maw.
    

    
      “Steal and devour, Raven.”
    

    
      With the activation, the light of authority shot out.
    

    
      Caw──!
    

    
      [Baltharga's Protection] shot lightning to protect Narsi, but.
    

    
      The authority flying toward Narsi pierced through the lightning indifferently and penetrated Narsi’s head.
    

    
      At the same time, numerous copied lightning attribute visions were listed before Gerard’s eyes.
    

    
      Among them, he could choose only one.
    

    
      The decision was made along with the activation of authority.
    

    
      “You were hiding there!”
    

    
      Narsi, who discovered Gerard late, raised his finger.
    

    
      With a flash, the bundle of electricity shot toward Gerard.
    

    
      Crackle!
    

    
      But even though hit directly by the electric bundle, Gerard was unharmed.
    

    
      Because the vision was already complete.
    

    
      The trump card planned from the time of preparing this fight.
    

    
      Every time his heart pounded, the hot energy flowing through his veins was a destructive and ferocious aggregate of power.
    

    
      Before he knew it, the same light source as Narsi’s was in Gerard’s hand.
    

    
      His falling body had already stopped.
    

    
      The one who first noticed its presence was its owner, Narsi.
    

    
      “……How do you have [Baltharga's Blessing]?”
    

    
      Narsi asked with a face full of shock.
    

    
      But.
    

    
      “Who said that?”
    

    
      Gerard bared his teeth and smiled.
    

    
      “That this is [Baltharga's Blessing].”
    

    
      Since when.
    

    
      The night sky cast over Gerard was unusually black and dark compared to other places.
    

    
      It was dark clouds.
    

    
      The dark clouds that had gathered at some point swirled around him, sucking in even the surrounding darkness.
    

    
      If someone asked a ‘Frey’ player what representative vision comes to mind when thinking of Narsi, he would choose [Baltharga's Blessing] without any hesitation.
    

    
      But.
    

    
      If asked to pick only one most powerful ultimate vision among Narsi’s visions, he would choose this without hesitation.
    

    
      [Baltharga's Advent].
    

    
      The forbidden technique left in the world by the ancient evil dragon Baltharga.
    

    
      Also, a supreme vision that the current Narsi had learned but couldn’t use due to lack of mana.
    

    
      It was the reason Narsi was obsessed with the elixir ‘Fierce Conviction’.
    

    
      Also, his desperate wish.
    

    
      The one that the Narsi of this world couldn’t achieve.
    

    
      And.
    

    
      The technique that he would never achieve.
    

    
      Before Narsi’s eyes as he looked up, Gerard offered all his mana as sacrifice and summoned it here.
    

    
      Crackle!
    

    
      The light source that sucked mana like a leech soared into the sky.
    

    
      Toward the center where black dark clouds were swirling.
    

    
      Goooooo…….
    

    
      Heavy silence.
    

    
      Afterward.
    

    
      A massive lightning split the world in half.
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      Chapter 59: Dayle (5)
    

    
      Dayle doubted his own eyes.
    

    
      “Is, is that really a fight between thieves?”
    

    
      It was a series of astonishments.
    

    
      He had thought he had already grasped all of Gerard and Luis's skills.
    

    
      It was a misconception.
    

    
      Their true abilities far exceeded his expectations.
    

    
      Dazzling.
    

    
      Even he, who was confident in his speed, was so absorbed that he couldn't focus.
    

    
      But within that speed, there were rules and order.
    

    
      As if they had coordinated dozens of times in advance. 
    

    
      The movements of the two, who split to both sides and threw daggers, seemed separate but harmonized, and in the end, it created a gap between Narsi and the light source, which had seemed perfect.
    

    
      So when Gerard suddenly appeared in front of Narsi and seized that opportunity, Dayle unconsciously stood up abruptly and clenched his fist.
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      But Narsi was indeed no easy opponent.
    

    
      For a mage, he evaded Gerard's attack with pure instinct, and Dayle let out a sigh of regret.
    

    
      “Aww, so close! What kind of mage has such good senses!?”
    

    
      Truly a man who had survived countless adversities to become the king of adventurers.
    

    
      Narsi immediately responded to the two's joint attack.
    

    
      “Come forth, Berga.”
    

    
      Thus began the individual battles.
    

    
      Watching that intense battle scene, Dayle felt himself gradually being inspired.
    

    
      ‘What are they fighting so hard for?'
    

    
      Dayle was curious.
    

    
      It wasn't a question that arose suddenly.
    

    
      The question had been there from before.
    

    
      Tracing back, from the moment he first met their eyes.
    

    
      From the time he witnessed the strange ambition in their eyes, Dayle had harbored this question.
    

    
      'So, they're not fighting for me. They said it was because of the request, but that's probably just part of the process.'
    

    
      They were struggling for something greater.
    

    
      And.
    

    
      Dayle actually knew what that was.
    

    
      'The reconstruction of Shadow.'
    

    
      Their gaze was chasing a dream, not Narsi or Berga.
    

    
      A struggle for belief, not just to win.
    

    
      At least, that's how it looked in Dayle's eyes, who was watching from the side.
    

    
      ......If Gerard had known this fact, he would have been dumbfounded, saying, 'No? I'm just doing this because I want to live?' but anyway.
    

    
      In any case.
    

    
      Right now, Dayle firmly believed this and harbored a desire to join them there.
    

    
      “You must win, boss!”
    

    
      While Dayle cheered for the two with sincerity, the battle was gradually heading toward its conclusion.
    

    
      Gerard's ascending vision was seen through by Narsi. 
    

    
      The situation rapidly turned unfavorable for Gerard.
    

    
      “Be careful!”
    

    
      Dayle was conflicted.
    

    
      Should I join now?
    

    
      Should I aim for a snipe with Cold Punk.
    

    
      But would that really help the boss? 
    

    
      It feels like I'd just be a hindrance.
    

    
      Fidgeting, clenching and unclenching his fingers, Dayle couldn't stay still.
    

    
      But in the next unfolding situation, Dayle could only blankly look up at the sky.
    

    
      Grrrr──,
    

    
      ......A catastrophe was coming.
    

    
      “Wh-what is that.”
    

    
      Ashen clouds were swirling with the momentum to suck in everything in the world.
    

    
      When he blinked, Dayle could witness an enormous amount of mana gathering toward the center.
    

    
      And at that center was none other than Gerard.
    

    
      As if a god descended upon this world, with arrogant eyes overlooking the ground, Dayle could only stare in awe and mutter.
    

    
      “......What kind of human are you, really?”
    

    
      Immediately after.
    

    
      With Gerard at the center, the world was torn in half.
    

    
      Kwaaaang──!
    

    
      Before the roar, the blue lightning that fell first perfectly covered the spot where Narsi had been standing.
    

    
      A huge shockwave sweeping the surroundings.
    

    
      Despite the distance, Dayle lost his balance and had to roll around.
    

    
      “Keuhp!”
    

    
      Dayle hurriedly raised his head.
    

    
      The unfolded scene made his expression harden involuntarily.
    

    
      As if a giant had trampled through, the torn and overturned earth.
    

    
      The place that had been a forest was now complete ruins. 
    

    
      Especially where Narsi had been, a sizable crater had formed.
    

    
      A result that was hard to believe was made by lightning. 
    

    
      Dayle could only gape like a fish.
    

    
      “......Th-this. Look at my mind.”
    

    
      Dayle hurriedly got up.
    

    
      Not far away, familiar figures were visible.
    

    
      It was Gerard and Luis.
    

    
      “B-boss!”
    

    
      Dayle ran there in one breath.
    

    
      “You came?”
    

    
      “A-are you okay?”
    

    
      “Yeah. I almost became a blood pancake from falling, but Luis caught me and saved me.”
    

    
      Gerard answered nonchalantly.
    

    
      Seeing that, Dayle suddenly started to tear up.
    

    
      “Really. You really worked hard, boss.”
    

    
      A brief silence fell.
    

    
      Luis looked at him strangely.
    

    
      Gerard did the same.
    

    
      'What did he just say?'
    

    
      'Boss?'
    

    
      To the two, it was a sudden change, but right now, that wasn't important.
    

    
      Gerard got up from his spot.
    

    
      “Where are you going?”
    

    
      “I have to go confirm.”
    

    
      “What? You mean Narsi?”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      Dayle tried to stop him.
    

    
      “No, he's probably dead, why confirm? Didn't you see the size of that lightning? How could he survive a direct hit? Even if he's a monster, that's impossible, impossible!”
    

    
      “......”
    

    
      “More importantly, it's your current condition, boss. You're on the verge of mana backlash!”
    

    
      It sounded exaggerated, but Dayle's diagnosis was accurate.
    

    
      In his eyes, he could see Gerard's mana circuits twisted here and there. 
    

    
      The flow of mana was very unstable, and the mana circuits were thin and faint, as if they would break at any moment.
    

    
      A precarious situation where mana backlash, a fatal condition, could occur if not quickly corrected with breathing.
    

    
      All of it was the price for forcibly using a vision unfit for his level, [Baltharga's Advent].
    

    
      But Gerard didn't listen.
    

    
      “I have to confirm his end with my own eyes.”
    

    
      “Nooo, I'm telling you, something big will really happen!”
    

    
      Gerard ignored Dayle's dissuasion.
    

    
      “Luis. Where's Berga? Did you kill it?”
    

    
      Luis shook his head.
    

    
      “It disappeared.”
    

    
      “As expected.”
    

    
      “Oh come on! The owner died, so of course it ran away, what do you mean as expected!”
    

    
      “Narsi raised that one to willingly throw away its own life if Narsi was in danger.”
    

    
      Dayle burst into hollow laughter.
    

    
      “Huh. How do you know that, boss......”
    

    
      Dayle shut his mouth.
    

    
      Because his Evil Eye detected a change in the surrounding air currents.
    

    
      That was soon the movement of mana.
    

    
      Dayle's expression crumpled miserably.
    

    
      “......Fuck this shit.”
    

    
      Dayle immediately took out Cold Punk and aimed the muzzle backward.
    

    
      A bluish mass of electricity was rushing toward them.
    

    
      Dayle pulled the trigger.
    

    
      Taang! With the sound, the fired bullet collided with the electricity mass.
    

    
      And it vanished futilely.
    

    
      “This is crazy!”
    

    
      Dayle panicked greatly.
    

    
      Luis quickly pushed the dazed him aside and swung his sword. 
    

    
      But the electricity mass suddenly burst in mid-air right before colliding with the sword.
    

    
      Pajijijik!
    

    
      The electricity bundles that split like a net instantly surrounded them.
    

    
      The shape was like a prison.
    

    
      4th Circle lightning magic, [Thunder Prison]
    

    
      There was only one being who could use such magic here.
    

    
      And as expected.
    

    
      “He, he's really alive......”
    

    
      Dayle muttered despondently while looking at Narsi standing tall outside the [Thunder Prison].
    

    
      Narsi was also not in normal condition, just like Gerard.
    

    
      Clothes burned to rags, disheveled hair,
    

    
      Bloodshot eyes and crimson blood covering his entire body.
    

    
      Both arms were dangling like mollusks, as if the bones were broken.
    

    
      No longer was there a gentlemanly appearance left in him.
    

    
      But the important thing was, he stubbornly endured and survived in that state.
    

    
      “A monster.”
    

    
      Gerard's prediction was spot on.
    

    
      Right before [Baltharga's Advent] fell, Berga, who had been fighting Luis, jumped up and acted as a lightning rod, absorbing the impact. 
    

    
      In return, Berga itself was scattered into flesh fragments, but the master Narsi could save his life.
    

    
      “I admit it. You're a truly great thief. To think you'd steal and use even my vision. How did you know I had mastered that vision?”
    

    
      “......”
    

    
      “A secret? Well, do as you please. Anyway, I've won this fight.”
    

    
      Narsi let out a low laugh.
    

    
      “They couldn't have missed that lightning in Icata. Knights will swarm in soon.”
    

    
      “......!”
    

    
      “It's regrettable. I don't have the energy to cut off your breath with my own hands...... But I suppose I must be satisfied. Heh heh. You guys just wait for your end in there.”
    

    
      Trailing off, Narsi turned his body and limped away.
    

    
      Dayle, who had been staring blankly at that, collapsed to his knees.
    

    
      “......It's over, for us.”
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “Don't you know? To catch him, we have to break this prison now, but none of us can do it, right?”
    

    
      That was true.
    

    
      Gerard had not only expended all his strength but was in critical condition, and Luis wasn't at a level high enough to break Narsi's [Thunder Prison].
    

    
      Dayle was the same.
    

    
      With the power of Evil Eye, mana interference, he could easily dispel it, but Dayle was half-baked, a failure.
    

    
      “It's my fault. In the end, because of my incompetence and stupid choices, things turned out like this.”
    

    
      Dayle smiled bitterly and blamed himself.
    

    
      “I'm sorry.”
    

    
      Gerard looked down at him quietly.
    

    
      “Are you giving up?”
    

    
      “Then what? It's over. There's nothing we can do. I know best, as the Evil Eye.”
    

    
      “No. We're the ones who can't do anything. Not you.”
    

    
      Gerard put his hand into his vest.
    

    
      The item that came out from there.
    

    
      Seeing it, Dayle widened his eyes and stared straight at Gerard's skull mask again.
    

    
      As if trying to pierce through to Gerard's intentions hidden inside.
    

    
      “......Are, are you serious, boss?”
    

    
      Gerard nodded.
    

    
      The item he took out was a dagger.
    

    
      Precisely, the dagger engraved with the incomplete barrier nullification formula by Dayle.
    

    
      Why he was giving it to him now and what he had to do in this moment, Dayle knew.
    

    
      However, he hesitated.
    

    
      Because the nightmare of the past that tormented him came to mind.
    

    
      'Dayle! Because of you again!'
    

    
      'You bastard. We trusted you!'
    

    
      “......”
    

    
      Dayle was afraid he might make another mistake.
    

    
      He was scared of betraying the trust.
    

    
      But.
    

    
      “Complete the enhancement, Dayle. That's the only way.”
    

    
      In the current situation, there was only one choice to make.
    

    
      He was the sole key and hope to overcome this crisis.
    

    
      “Do you trust me?”
    

    
      Dayle, who had lowered his head at some point, asked quietly.
    

    
      “I trust you.”
    

    
      “I trust you.”
    

    
      “I'll definitely fail. You'll regret and resent trusting me.”
    

    
      “Why would we? We're going to die anyway, so why resent?”
    

    
      Dayle raised his head.
    

    
      “Really. Can't you say something nice to encourage me?”
    

    
      He grumbled, but his eyes looking at Gerard held an unbearable excitement.
    

    
      Dayle had been waiting for these words of trust for a really long time.
    

    
      “......Don't expect much.”
    

    
      Dayle reached for the dagger.
    

    
      He tried to hold back, but the hand gripping the dagger trembled.
    

    
      Hoo, Dayle regulated his breathing. 
    

    
      He brought his index and middle fingers to the handle where the magic formula was embedded, and slowly moved his mana. 
    

    
      A hot heat began to rise in both eyes.
    

    
      In response, a halo of light slowly emanated from the magic formula.
    

    
      When the color of that light intertwined with purple and blue.
    

    
      Hwaaak!
    

    
      In an instant, a blinding radiance burst out explosively, and Dayle let out a scream of agony.
    

    
      “Keuhp!”
    

    
      Luis, who was beside him, quickly supported Dayle as he clutched his eyes and collapsed.
    

    
      But Dayle had already lost consciousness.
    

    
      Luis quickly checked his condition.
    

    
      Simple fainting.
    

    
      “You worked hard, Dayle.”
    

    
      Luis laid him down and took the dagger Dayle was holding and handed it to Gerard.
    

    
      The dagger was hot.
    

    
      Hot enough to be red-hot.
    

    
      Among them, the one emitting an unusually red light was the 'barrier nullification' formula.
    

    
      Whether the enhancement succeeded or failed was unknown.
    

    
      But Gerard threw the dagger with conviction.
    

    
      The target was Narsi, disappearing down the hill below. 
    

    
      His heart.
    

    
      The dagger shot slowly at first.
    

    
      But starting from a certain moment, it accelerated, and the dagger drew a red, long straight line and cleaved through the darkness.
    

    
      Just like the meteor of that night.
    

    
      Peeing───
    

    
      The dagger carrying Dayle's wish passed through the currents of [Thunder Prison] without issue and proceeded to precisely pierce Narsi's heart.
    

    
      Puhk!
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      “Umm.”
    

    
      Dayle opened his eyes.
    

    
      His eye area felt stiff, and he couldn't see well ahead.
    

    
      It was a side effect that occurred when overusing power. 
    

    
      It was an uncommon side effect, and for him, whose power was mostly unopened, it didn't apply even more.
    

    
      'It happened during training at the institute. What happened... Ah!'
    

    
      Dayle, recalling the events just before fainting, hurriedly groped his eye area.
    

    
      The eyepatch was gone.
    

    
      He turned to look around, but in his unrecovered vision, the scene that came in was a red light ominously shaking.
    

    
      A cool chill felt by his head.
    

    
      'D-did I... prison?'
    

    
      That would mean he had failed again.
    

    
      It would mean he had betrayed the trust again.
    

    
      “Keuk. This damn......”
    

    
      Puhseok!
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      Dayle, who jumped up and punched the wall, blinked his eyes.
    

    
      It didn't feel like hitting a wall.
    

    
      It felt like hitting a wooden box.
    

    
      And that box was filled with sloshing liquid.
    

    
      Gurgle gurgle......
    

    
      “This smell is definitely......”
    

    
      It was a familiar smell, and that smell made Dayle recall where this place was.
    

    
      “......Underground liquor storage? Oh shit. I'm fucked!”
    

    
      Was it a coincidence?
    

    
      The oak barrel he smashed with his fist was the exact same oak barrel he had smashed last time when he fainted.
    

    
      After somehow cleaning up the mess, Dayle came up to the first-floor hall.
    

    
      The hall was quiet without a single customer.
    

    
      Through the narrow window gaps, pale sunlight and the noise of passing citizens came in.
    

    
      Outside was already afternoon.
    

    
      Only then did it feel real.
    

    
      “......I did it. I did.”
    

    
      I did it!
    

    
      “Puhahaha!”
    

    
      After laughing his lungs out, Dayle walked around the store.
    

    
      There was no one in the store.
    

    
      Neither Gerard nor Luis.
    

    
      “What a shame. I wanted to share this joyful moment together.”
    

    
      But it was okay.
    

    
      There would be plenty of time for that in the future.
    

    
      Yes.
    

    
      Dayle had achieved what he had longed and wished for so much.
    

    
      Trustworthy comrades and a reliable nest he could rely on.
    

    
      “Euhuhu...... Luis will probably return soon.”
    

    
      He didn't know the exact schedule, but he knew that Luis went out somewhere every morning.
    

    
      Probably to assist with Gerard's matters.
    

    
      “What should I do? Clean? I'm now an employee here too.”
    

    
      At that time, while humming and wandering the hall, something caught Dayle's eye.
    

    
      On the bar counter, today's fresh Royal Dream was placed.
    

    
      Dayle hurriedly ran over and opened it.
    

    
      From the very first page, a title as big as a door was emblazoned on the front.
    

    
      [The Hero of Adventurers, Narsi. But His True Identity Was the Lord of a Massive Drug Cartel.]
    

    
      Below it, the events from early this morning were described in detail.
    

    
      “Narsi, a 5th Circle mage, was found dead in the forest 1km west of Bairan Village. He was a high-ranking mage and at the same time the master of Bandarok...... At the time of discovery. The shocking fact is that a large amount of Lumigan Grass was found in his possessions. Lumigan Grass is a drug strictly prohibited for handling in the empire...... Accordingly, the Central Knights Headquarters raided the Bandarok headquarters......”
    

    
      After reading all the articles, Dayle slumped into the chair.
    

    
      The downfall of Narsi and Bandarok.
    

    
      Overnight, the largest force in Frey and the figure representing it had disappeared.
    

    
      And the culprit behind all that was none other than the place he was.
    

    
      Shadow.
    

    
      “......Ah.”
    

    
      Along with an uncontrollable exhilaration, his body itched terribly.
    

    
      One more thing.
    

    
      Now those chasing him were gone.
    

    
      The one who issued the wanted order was Narsi in the first place.
    

    
      Since he was gone, the Beltus Cult, precisely the Death Council, had no reason to chase Dayle, and the same for Bandarok.
    

    
      “Ah. Bandarok is gone, right.”
    

    
      As soon as Lumigan Grass was found on the corpses of Narsi and the hunters, the Central Knights and the Magic Corps raided Bandarok.
    

    
      A heap of drugs was discovered inside, and Bandarok was immediately dismantled on the spot.
    

    
      Now they were investigating the involved parties.
    

    
      “Terrifying action. Heh heh. Well, is there anything falling to us?”
    

    
      Dayle strutted as if he were already a member of Shadow.
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      Rustle, with a sound, someone walked in from the kitchen side.
    

    
      It was an old man.
    

    
      “You're here?”
    

    
      Dayle waved his hand.
    

    
      “Where were you?”
    

    
      “You don't need to know.”
    

    
      “So cold.”
    

    
      Dayle frowned but smirked it off.
    

    
      We're colleagues now, right?
    

    
      'This big brother will generously overlook it, overlook.'
    

    
      The old man was, of course, Luis.
    

    
      While quietly watching Luis remove the face mask, Dayle asked.
    

    
      “But Luis. How old are you?”
    

    
      “The master will come tonight.”
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “There are still things to wrap up, aren't there.”
    

    
      Only then did Dayle realize that his settlement with them wasn't over yet.
    

    
      'The secret tomes are left. What do I do?'
    

    
      Dayle scratched his head.
    

    
      The fact that they were in Norton City was a lie, and confessing it now felt a bit embarrassing.
    

    
      'Still, it's better to say it now in advance.'
    

    
      The two secret tomes were in his subspace.
    

    
      “Luis. Those secret tomes, you know. Actually......”
    

    
      “Least you misunderstand, the things to wrap up are not the secret tomes.”
    

    
      “Eh? Then what?”
    

    
      “The contract. The special clauses.”
    

    
      “Special clauses?”
    

    
      If it's special clauses.
    

    
      “......Ah.”
    

    
      Dayle's face quickly turned ashen.
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      Chapter 60 Welcome Ceremony
    

    
      A bright Saturday morning.
    

    
      The warm sunlight shone on the cadets on the playground.
    

    
      The ways of training were diverse.
    

    
      Some were concentrating on something alone, or matching moves with peers, or receiving teachings from mentors.
    

    
      “They’re working hard.”
    

    
      Due to the vice-dean's order prohibiting outdoor activities, the cadets seemed to be trying to make up for the training they couldn't do.
    

    
      Yes. 
    

    
      The special safety period that the vice-dean had declared due to the recent series of magical beast incidents had been lifted as of yesterday.
    

    
      Because the academy and the magitech research institute had finally succeeded in developing the guardian pillar, 'Obelisk,' that suppresses mana freeze, and the Obelisk was immediately deployed in the field, so now the cadets could shake off the fear of mana freeze to some extent.
    

    
      “In the main story, the Obelisk was created around this time too.”
    

    
      Then, the next event that would happen could naturally be predicted.
    

    
      The Obelisk terror.
    

    
      I had a feeling that I would end up causing that terror too, so right now, I was most curious about the cult's reaction.
    

    
      By this time, they must have heard all the news about what happened at dawn.
    

    
      They were probably out of their minds from the shock.
    

    
      Bandarok was the largest force among the cult's lower organizations.
    

    
      It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that the Death Council gained tremendous influence in the cult, and furthermore, that Bandarok was the reason they were chosen as the vanguard for 'Academy Destruction.'
    

    
      But, such Bandarok had collapsed, and even Narsi, who was Bishop Cristiano's confidant, had died.
    

    
      “There’s no way it didn’t deal a blow.”
    

    
      The important thing was, 'In what direction will the future flow as a result of that?'
    

    
      As someone who only knew the main story, it was a problem I always had to worry about.
    

    
      It was obvious that Bishop Cristiano's position would shrink. 
    

    
      In that case, I had to anticipate even the scenario where the Darkness Council and Bishop Lutus, who had only been assisting from behind, would step forward.
    

    
      Also.
    

    
      “Rachel. Her schemes too.”
    

    
      This morning, I had instructed Luis to monitor the Darkness Council and their hideout, the Ladrier Hotel.
    

    
      To prepare in case Rachel spilled the secret of that day.
    

    
      A minimal safety measure, so to speak.
    

    
      I couldn't figure out her intentions at all, so I had no idea how she would act. 
    

    
      It seemed necessary to meet her once and find out.
    

    
      Next was…….
    

    
      “Just watch.”
    

    
      Since so many things had happened all at once, actively moving carried too much risk. 
    

    
      As someone who judged this incident as a huge turning point that branched the mainstream, I couldn't help but be even more cautious.
    

    
      Rather than resisting the sudden rapids, waiting for the current to calm down was also a method.
    

    
      Like this, many things had changed and shifted again.
    

    
      The cult and the academy.
    

    
      And Shadow and me too.
    

    
      Name: Gerard
    

    
      Age: 30
    

    
      Occupation: Thief / Frey Academy 888th Class Cadet
    

    
      Level: 43
    

    
      Strength: 47
    

    
      Agility: 85
    

    
      Stamina: 44
    

    
      Mental Strength: 63
    

    
      Traits ─ Versatile / Instinct / Endurance / Memory and Understanding / Coolheadedness / Sharp Perception / Gaius’s Insight
    

    
      ……It was explosive growth.
    

    
      The level was a whopping 43.
    

    
      Mental strength exceeded 60, and agility was 85.
    

    
      It could only be said to be the result of taking down Narsi and Berga alone. 
    

    
      This kind of growth rate was a first even for me, a veteran, so honestly, I was still dazed.
    

    
      “No. Even though they were weakened, they were undoubtedly mid-game bosses, so this level of growth is natural.”
    

    
      Thinking back, that battle at dawn could only be described as lucky.
    

    
      When I reviewed it, there were many holes.
    

    
      Raven's [Power Seizure] was my trump card and it worked successfully, but I hadn't anticipated Berga's intrusion.
    

    
      In the end, as the price for using the ultimate secret technique, I retired as is, and Narsi survived.
    

    
      If Narsi had any energy left there, what would have happened? Just imagining it made me shudder.
    

    
      Also, it would have been the same if Dayle had failed the enhancement.
    

    
      In some parallel world where Dayle failed, the Gerard there might be locked up in Gidmog instead of the academy right now.
    

    
      “I need to be more cautious when facing bosses next time.”
    

    
      Still, seeing this much progress and improvement with my own eyes made me feel proud.
    

    
      If before I had been running forward just for survival, now the fruits were starting to show little by little.
    

    
      To the point where I was looking forward to the next commission, that's saying it all.
    

    
      The feeling of becoming a thrill-seeking madman.
    

    
      “This is why dopamine addiction is dangerous.”
    

    
      But unlike my mouth, my brain was pumping out dopamine again at the thought of receiving the secret tomes from Dayle later.
    

    
      “Ah, Gerard?”
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      A girl walked toward me and was startled to see me lying in the shade.
    

    
      Followed by a crowd of first-year kids appearing.
    

    
      “Ah. I'm sorry. I didn't know you were here!”
    

    
      “So, sorry, senior!”
    

    
      “Let's go somewhere else. Senior is resting.”
    

    
      “Yeah. Yeah. Let's not disturb and quietly disappear.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      I could hear everything.
    

    
      No, anyone would think I usually beat up and disciplined juniors.
    

    
      “No, you can rest together in the shade here.”
    

    
      “B, but. Then we'd be disturbing your rest, right?”
    

    
      “What disturbance. Sit comfortably and rest.”
    

    
      Still, the kids hesitated.
    

    
      It seemed I was still quite intimidating to them.
    

    
      Come to think of it, we took classes together, but the kids who actually talked to me were few enough to count on one hand.
    

    
      Yuria, Ivan, Karina, Gwyn, about that?
    

    
      Hm. I need to pay some attention.
    

    
      Since they would all become my shields, managing them in advance like this wouldn't hurt at all.
    

    
      Who knows? Maybe in case something goes wrong, they'll write a petition or something.
    

    
      “It’s fine, so sit…….”
    

    
      “Thank you, senior!”
    

    
      As soon as the words fell, one rushed over and stuck right next to me.
    

    
      And grinned, the face familiar.
    

    
      Ah. The junior who teamed up with me during the first herbology class to find the Twilight of the Dawnflower.
    

    
      The name was probably…….
    

    
      “It's Devo. Heehee!”
    

    
      As Devo quickly stuck to my side first, the other kids rushed over without losing out and took spots nearby.
    

    
      It felt like some staring contest.
    

    
      Then, they chattered noisily among themselves.
    

    
      The topic was the article featured prominently in Royal Dream today.
    

    
      The hottest topic buzzing across the capital and on everyone's lips was undoubtedly that.
    

    
      The fall of Narsi and Bandarok.
    

    
      And another one.
    

    
      “Then, who is that mysterious swordsman who killed Narsi?”
    

    
      Among the academy cadets, the biggest interest wasn't that Narsi died or that Bandarok was a drug cartel, but who the mysterious swordsman who killed Narsi was.
    

    
      Naturally, my attention turned that way too.
    

    
      It seemed like pointless chatter, but to me, each one was important information.
    

    
      “I heard the heart was pierced in one strike.”
    

    
      “A swordsman who can kill Narsi in one strike?”
    

    
      “Why not? Just in our academy, there are a few. The dean, Department Head Pirion, the student affairs head. And…….”
    

    
      “There aren't any?”
    

    
      “……You're right. But if we include the central knights, there are way more?”
    

    
      “Even so, less than ten. To begin with, they aren't mysterious swordsmen.”
    

    
      “Then who on earth? The mysterious swordsman with one-strike kill swordsmanship.”
    

    
      A brief silence.
    

    
      Then Devo looked at me and asked.
    

    
      “Gerard senior, who do you think it is?”
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Lunatic underground liquor storage.
    

    
      Facing the skull mask, Dayle swallowed dryly.
    

    
      The pitch-black eye sockets.
    

    
      The gaze watching him from inside felt chillingly cold.
    

    
      Finally, this time had come.
    

    
      The time of judgment.
    

    
      “You didn't run away?”
    

    
      “……I won't do that anymore.”
    

    
      Gerard, wearing the skull mask, chuckled and sat down.
    

    
      The two facing each other.
    

    
      With that, Dayle felt an intense déjà vu.
    

    
      When Dayle was first kidnapped by Gerard's hand and woke up in Lunatic. 
    

    
      It was the exact same setup as then.
    

    
      But only the setup was the same.
    

    
      Dayle thought that he now was different from himself back then.
    

    
      “You won't run away anymore?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Hm. Well, fine. It could be just words again, so let's see if it's real. Luis?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      Luis, who had been standing behind, placed something on the table.
    

    
      It was the commission contract that Dayle had written.
    

    
      Gerard asked.
    

    
      “You tried to break the promise with us. Do you admit that?”
    

    
      Dayle's head nodded heavily.
    

    
      “……I admit it.”
    

    
      At the same time, Gerard's arm moved.
    

    
      Pak!
    

    
      A sharp dagger pierced the contract and embedded into the table.
    

    
      “Then pay the price.”
    

    
      Special clause, in the event of not fulfilling the promised fulfillment matters in carrying out the contract or showing signs of it, the party shall cut off one wrist and gouge out an eye.
    

    
      Dayle stared at the dagger with trembling eyes.
    

    
      The situation was clear.
    

    
      He had to grip that dagger and cut off his wrist and gouge out his eye with his own hand.
    

    
      Tremble tremble.
    

    
      Dayle's fist on his knee shook violently.
    

    
      It had been a hard and tough life, but Dayle had never inflicted harm on his own body.
    

    
      So after receiving the notice from Luis during the day that 'we need to settle,' Dayle couldn't help but fall into trouble.
    

    
      ……It wasn't about whether to run away.
    

    
      Which eye to give up.
    

    
      ‘I won't go back to the past anymore.’
    

    
      ‘I will start anew here in Shadow, with these people here.’
    

    
      He had already resolved himself.
    

    
      It was just scary now that the situation had come. 
    

    
      But that time wasn't long, and Dayle looked at Gerard and Luis in turn with both eyes, then asked in a trembling voice.
    

    
      “You may not remember, but back then the boss asked me. What I would do if the commission ended successfully. Would I keep running and hiding.”
    

    
      Gerard nodded.
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “This is my answer.”
    

    
      Grab!
    

    
      Dayle pulled out the embedded dagger with all his might. 
    

    
      He held the dagger in reverse grip and stabbed it toward his face without hesitation.
    

    
      The target was his left eye, which he hadn't opened until now.
    

    
      ‘It's an eye that was covered with an eyepatch anyway. I don't need it.’
    

    
      He thought it was fortunate that he could show his determination with this.
    

    
      But.
    

    
      Pak!
    

    
      The dagger stopped right in front of the purple pupil.
    

    
      The tip of the blade trembling.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Dayle asked the one who grabbed his hand.
    

    
      “Why…….”
    

    
      Instead of an answer, a fist flew.
    

    
      Gerard snatched the dagger and smacked Dayle's forehead with the other hand.
    

    
      Crash! Dayle toppled backward with the chair.
    

    
      “Ah, no! Why hit suddenly!?”
    

    
      Dayle jumped up and shouted.
    

    
      “Whew, that scared me. I thought I'd really become half.”
    

    
      “I feel the same, master. I didn't expect him to stab the eye first.”
    

    
      “Normally, wouldn't you try to cut the wrist first? Huh?”
    

    
      “Because that's less scary.”
    

    
      “But what's with this guy?”
    

    
      “Hm. A weird bastard? Something like that.”
    

    
      Dayle wore a bewildered expression at the two's conversation.
    

    
      ‘What? What's this situation?'
    

    
      Gerard shook his head and left the liquor storage. 
    

    
      Naturally, the remaining Dayle looked at Luis with dumb eyes.
    

    
      Luis extended his hand toward such Dayle.
    

    
      “Let's go, Dayle.”
    

    
      “……Huh? Where suddenly?”
    

    
      “Second floor. To 'our' Shadow's conference room there.”
    

    
      Dayle doubted his ears.
    

    
      He clearly said 'our.'
    

    
      Our conference room.
    

    
      The moment he saw the faint smile on Luis's lips, Dayle felt his heart pounding.
    

    
      “You are now Shadow.”
    

    
      Dayle grasped Luis's hand.
    

    
      The place they moved to like that.
    

    
      In the conference room, a modest welcome ceremony for Dayle was already prepared, and the three sat down and started talking about what they couldn't finish.
    

    
      “So why did you do that?”
    

    
      “Isn't it obvious? If I cut the wrist first, how do I stab the eye? I can't hold the dagger.”
    

    
      “Then if you stab the eye? How were you going to cut the wrist. You need to see to cut, right?”
    

    
      Dayle pondered deeply.
    

    
      “Now that I hear it, you're right.”
    

    
      Luis interjected.
    

    
      “I correct myself. A stupid bastard.”
    

    
      Bang, Dayle slammed the table.
    

    
      “Wh, what, you! You bastard, get up. I was just thinking I need to teach you a lesson anyway, this is perfect! Let's settle the hierarchy this time! Boss, don't think of stopping.”
    

    
      Gerard naturally had no intention of stopping.
    

    
      Haha, laughter burst out.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      The atmosphere ripened.
    

    
      Luis explained Shadow's overall situation to Dayle, and Dayle memorized them all without missing any.
    

    
      Now there were no secrets between them.
    

    
      The spirit that Shadow pursued was loyalty and trust.
    

    
      Naturally, the power supporting Shadow was the solid trust between comrades.
    

    
      When he heard that they had infiltrated the academy for the cult, Dayle was surprised, and when he learned that the reason he was chased by Narsi was because of Gerard, Dayle got angry.
    

    
      “Kukukuk!”
    

    
      “A, are you laughing now? I was really struggling back then!”
    

    
      The grumbling Dayle laughed kiki again at the glass of liquor Gerard handed him.
    

    
      Naturally, Gerard had taken off the skull mask now.
    

    
      “But is it okay? The academy. Isn't it dangerous? I was only there briefly, but it felt suffocating like I'd die, how can you act as a cadet there?”
    

    
      “That's why I'm diligently acting as a model student.”
    

    
      Dayle clapped as if that's right.
    

    
      “Exactly! Boss really seems amazing. How can you come up with such an idea? The top cadet in the academy is actually a thief, who would dare suspect?”
    

    
      Gerard twirled the glass and answered.
    

    
      “There was one?”
    

    
      “Hm?”
    

    
      “Who is it? That person.”
    

    
      Even the quiet Luis hardened his face and looked at Gerard.
    

    
      “Karina Zain.”
    

    
      In an instant, the merry atmosphere sank heavily at once.
    

    
      Zain.
    

    
      It was because of the pressure that name brought.
    

    
      “Hey. You're regretting joining our guild now, right. I'll say in advance, if you try to leave again, it won't end with one eye this time.”
    

    
      “Wh, what are you saying. Regret what? Khm.”
    

    
      Dayle feigned distraction unnecessarily.
    

    
      “So, is there a way?”
    

    
      Luis asked.
    

    
      A way.
    

    
      “I did gag her for now, but I need to think.”
    

    
      A half-hearted method won't do.
    

    
      Either create irrefutable evidence to completely clear the suspicion.
    

    
      Or crush her with stronger pressure.
    

    
      “If there's anything you need, please tell me.”
    

    
      “Yeah, yeah. I'll help too.”
    

    
      Gerard smiled.
    

    
      Just two, but having reliable comrades say they'll help felt so reassuring.
    

    
      So suddenly, this thought came.
    

    
      ‘Now it's two, but wouldn't three be better.’
    

    
      Recruiting comrades and expanding forces.
    

    
      It was a task to slowly think about.
    

    
      Now, Gerard's image in the academy was incomparably better than before.
    

    
      If he just resolved the immediate suspicion from Karina Zain, Gerard was confident that virtually no one would suspect him of being a thief.
    

    
      The finale was Yuria.
    

    
      If Yuria, who had already drawn attention once as a magic swordsman, achieved excellent results in the mentor exam at the end of the semester, then Gerard, who discovered such a gem, could be seen as completely off the suspect list. 
    

    
      An object of envy, not suspicion.
    

    
      No one would suspect him of being a thief.
    

    
      “What? Gerard senior is a thief? Are you kidding?”
    

    
      “You're the thief. You bastard. Tie this guy's limbs and hang him!”
    

    
      “It's blasphemy!”
    

    
      Uh, a bit over the top.
    

    
      Such scenes that I had only imagined could sufficiently unfold.
    

    
      ‘So now I need to prepare to recruit comrades too. That's the next goal.’
    

    
      In any case, Gerard's ultimate goal was survival.
    

    
      Blocking the path to the continent's destruction was everyone's fate, and Gerard had to prepare likewise.
    

    
      In Dayle's case, the timing coincidentally aligned to recruit him, but Gerard made up his mind to accelerate force expansion right after overcoming the death flag of the end-of-semester exam.
    

    
      “Anyway, shouldn't we settle the bill soon? Seems like you've waited a lot.”
    

    
      Dayle, who was chatting lively with Luis, flinched at Gerard's words and looked at him.
    

    
      “Ah. You knew?”
    

    
      “It's obvious even without seeing. Does it make sense to leave something that important in a hideout? I thought you'd carry it on you, of course.”
    

    
      “Hehe. This is embarrassing.”
    

    
      Dayle scratched his head awkwardly and put his hand in his bosom.
    

    
      “Here, the promised reward. I had it out in advance to give anyway.”
    

    
      What came out of Dayle's bosom were two secret tomes.
    

    
      [Ghost Step] and [Dark Sprint]
    

    
      Traces of time here and there, undoubtedly originals.
    

    
      Dayle pushed the secret tomes toward Gerard.
    

    
      Gerard's eyes looking at them shone brighter than ever.
    

    
      ‘Finally.’
    

    
      The Shadow's secrets he had wished for so much were right in front of him.
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      Deeng──!
    

    
      Deeng──!
    

    
      “Hmm. Time had already passed like this. Alright, I'll wrap up the lecture here. Tomorrow is the outdoor activity, right?”
    

    
      “Yes!”
    

    
      “Good. Be careful and have a good trip, and make sure to eat a delicious dinner. Good work.”
    

    
      “Thank you, Professor!”
    

    
      As soon as the history professor, Kaltz, stepped out, the kids rushed to pack their things and flooded out of the lecture hall.
    

    
      I slipped into the crowd and made my way outside the building.
    

    
      Then, I spotted Yuria sitting on a bench and stopped in my tracks.
    

    
      Ah, right.
    

    
      I had forgotten to tell her.
    

    
      “Senior. You're done?”
    

    
      Seeing Yuria approach with a smile, I felt guilty first.
    

    
      “Ah, uh. Yuria.”
    

    
      Yuria stood in front of me and started chattering away.
    

    
      “What should we eat today? Hmm. I'm fine with anything. But I did think of a few options while waiting. First…….”
    

    
      “Sorry, but you might have to eat alone.”
    

    
      “Again today?”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      A flicker of disappointment crossed Yuria's face.
    

    
      Since becoming her mentor, we had been eating together every day, so now it had become like an unspoken promise to eat together unless there was something special.
    

    
      But this week, the promise had already been broken twice.
    

    
      All because of me, and today would be the third time.
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      I quickly came up with an excuse.
    

    
      “My stomach doesn't feel good.”
    

    
      “Really? Have you been to the hospital? What about the healing ward?”
    

    
      As if she had never been disappointed, Yuria checked on my condition with a tone full of worry.
    

    
      “I was just about to go see Professor Ilai.”
    

    
      “Go quickly. And rest well after.”
    

    
      “Yeah. Thanks.”
    

    
      The place I went after parting with Yuria wasn't the healing ward.
    

    
      It was the green area next to the dormitory.
    

    
      The place where I met Luis, and also where I was growing Lumigan Grass.
    

    
      This place, which also led to the western outskirts, was one I had been visiting frequently lately.
    

    
      The reason was [Dark Sprint].
    

    
      [Dark Sprint].
    

    
      It was the main culprit tormenting me these days.
    

    
      I was floundering, obsessed with this thing, to the point where I couldn't sleep, skipped meals, and was going crazy.
    

    
      The reason I deliberately sent Yuria away was to secretly train this thing.
    

    
      After all, [Dark Sprint] was a thievery technique.
    

    
      No matter how full of trust Yuria was toward me, there was nothing good about showing it to her.
    

    
      The problem was that [Dark Sprint], which I thought I'd grasp in less than two days, was dragging on unexpectedly.
    

    
      It had already been three days since I clung to [Dark Sprint].
    

    
      If I couldn't master it today, I'd have to come here again tomorrow, but now I was out of excuses to make up.
    

    
      “Ah. Come to think of it, tomorrow is the day Yuria meets Chaser and Professor Ronica for magic training? That's a relief.”
    

    
      I let out a sigh of relief.
    

    
      Then, seeing myself like that, reality hit me.
    

    
      “Fuck. This won't do. I really have to master it today no matter what.”
    

    
      At least grasp the feel.
    

    
      Or else bite my tongue and die.
    

    
      Swoosh.
    

    
      I simply loosened up my body.
    

    
      As I breathed in the fresh air deeply, a full energy flowed through my body, and my mind cleared.
    

    
      The target point was the tree on that hill over there.
    

    
      The distance was roughly 500 meters, and there were no signs of people around.
    

    
      “Hoo. Good.”
    

    
      I took a short deep breath.
    

    
      Following the core principles of the [Dark Vision] that I had seen countless times and now were ingrained in my brain, I sent mana flowing and stomped my foot, and my body shot forward.
    

    
      Pang!
    

    
      [Dark Sprint] was a light body technique.
    

    
      It could be expected to have various effects like lightening the body, increasing jump power, and maintaining body balance, but simply put, it was a vision that helped lighten the body to run fast.
    

    
      Among them, [Dark Sprint] was one of the top light body techniques on the continent.
    

    
      I hadn't done comparison experiments with other light body techniques, but according to Dayle, who had learned it himself, it was.
    

    
      It seemed right to me too.
    

    
      But, it was 'conditional'.
    

    
      A light body technique that only exerted its full power when the surroundings were filled with darkness.
    

    
      That part was regrettable, but since most operations happened at night anyway, it was a restriction that didn't matter to me.
    

    
      Not long after launching my body like that, the crisis came.
    

    
      Whoosh! Whoosh!
    

    
      As the speed exceeded control, the mana consumption increased like some geometric sequence.
    

    
      Soon, my breath rose to my chin, and my concentration started to scatter. 
    

    
      The mana that had been pushing my physical activity to the limit was running out, and my body was gradually losing control.
    

    
      So I quickly used [The Thief's Breath], but the result was the same as yesterday.
    

    
      Kudangtang!
    

    
      In the end, I sprawled out flat.
    

    
      “Dammit. Again.”
    

    
      I sat with my back against a tree and took out the [Dark Sprint] secret tome from subspace and opened it.
    

    
      “That's strange. I operated the mana exactly as written, and did the breathing in the written sections, but why is the mana insufficient?”
    

    
      It's not like my mental strength was lacking either.
    

    
      “Dayle uses it freely too. It doesn't make sense that I, who even consumed ‘Fierce Conviction’, can't use it.”
    

    
      In other words, the conditions were perfect.
    

    
      I had mastered the prerequisite [Ghost Step] right on the day I received the secret tome from Dayle.
    

    
      There was nothing wrong, but being stuck made my head throb.
    

    
      “Dayle, that bastard, did he give me the wrong one? Or maybe he erased some important passages. Huh?”
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      I quickly put the secret tome into my bosom and stood up.
    

    
      In the spiderweb-like spread of my senses, I felt someone approaching this way.
    

    
      I hid my body and only poked my head out to look that way. 
    

    
      I saw a female student swinging a long staff, batting away branches as she walked toward me.
    

    
      “Shit. You bugs! Get away! I said get away! I'll burn you all!?”
    

    
      I looked at her with dumbfounded eyes.
    

    
      “What is she doing there.”
    

    
      Her identity was Karina.
    

    
      If she was going to stalk, she should do it quietly. 
    

    
      She's practically advertising that I'm here.
    

    
      “Where the hell is this guy!? Why did he come in here anyway? This is so annoying!”
    

    
      I shook my head side to side.
    

    
      Actually, this wasn't the first time something like this happened today.
    

    
      After the meeting at the lodge café last time, Karina had been secretly following me around like that.
    

    
      Enchanted by my charm…… of course not.
    

    
      It was to directly find evidence that I was a thief.
    

    
      “The threat of reporting to Royal Dream must have scared her, huh?”
    

    
      For her, who had to avoid any scandals until the successor decision, that method was the best.
    

    
      But, I'm not some idiot fool; would I go around spilling evidence?
    

    
      “Follow me for a hundred days.”
    

    
      I watched her for a moment, then circled around the green area and returned to the dormitory.
    

    
      Further self-study was meaningless anyway.
    

    
      I had been putting it off because it was embarrassing, but now that it had come to this, it wasn't the time to cling to useless pride.
    

    
      “That guy would know what's wrong.”
    

    
      I decided to go find Dayle.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      The dawn when everyone was asleep.
    

    
      When I arrived at Lunatic, there was no one inside.
    

    
      No.
    

    
      I thought there was no one, but when I went down to the underground liquor storage, Dayle was there.
    

    
      “What. You were here?”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “Where's Luis?”
    

    
      “He went out.”
    

    
      Dayle answered without even looking at me.
    

    
      If Luis went out at this time, the purpose was obvious.
    

    
      ‘Either to meet Guartes, or to monitor Rachel.’
    

    
      It had been 4 days since Narsi died, but the world was still buzzing about Bandarok and Narsi. 
    

    
      About that mysterious swordsman too.
    

    
      But separately from that, the cult that had to achieve the grand goal of ‘raiding the academy’ had to push forward steadfastly.
    

    
      What needed to be shaken off should be shaken off quickly. 
    

    
      They couldn't stay silent forever.
    

    
      ‘But this bastard, even though the master came, he's not even looking and what is he doing?’
    

    
      Seeing him barely greeting, it seemed he was doing something important.
    

    
      Dayle, who had remodeled the liquor storage like a workshop, was sitting in a chair, carefully handling some object.
    

    
      I tapped Dayle's arm.
    

    
      “Hey. What are you doing?”
    

    
      “Can't you see? I'm working.”
    

    
      “So what work are you doing?”
    

    
      “Hehe. Wait and see. I'm in the middle of making something astonishing for our guild…….”
    

    
      Pueong!
    

    
      “Uwaak!”
    

    
      Dayle, who screamed at the explosion sound, looked at the table with a vacant expression.
    

    
      An unidentified magitech device shattered, leaving only soot.
    

    
      I didn't know what it was, but it was obviously a failure.
    

    
      Dayle scratched his head and looked up at me.
    

    
      “Were you surprised?”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “Hehe. You were surprised, right? I told you it would be astonishing. Success.”
    

    
      What the hell is this bastard trying to do with me.
    

    
      “Are you joking?”
    

    
      “Kuh, kuhm!”
    

    
      “It was a failure, right?”
    

    
      Dayle scratched the back of his head and nodded.
    

    
      “The materials all blew up too. Luis will nag when he comes. I need to clean up quickly before that.”
    

    
      Dayle jumped up and hurriedly cleared away the broken parts and scattered debris.
    

    
      Somehow, he looked quite familiar, as if he had done it several times.
    

    
      “Does Luis say a lot?”
    

    
      “How can I not? It's to the point where blood comes out of my ears. I can't do anything because I'm mindful of him. If you think about it, this failure can be seen as because of that guy's nagging.”
    

    
      “How does that make sense?”
    

    
      “My confidence dropped, right? Invention always requires courage not to fear failure. But since I'm already scared of hearing that guy's nagging, isn't it natural to fail?”
    

    
      It was bullshit, but plausible bullshit.
    

    
      “Still, it's strange. I clearly told him not to spare support for you. He's not the type to nag over wasting materials a few times.”
    

    
      “What are you saying? Really, it's the first time I've seen such a cheapskate in my life? Invention and investment are high risk high return by nature. That guy doesn't know that.”
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      “Anyway, boss, say something good for me. Tell him about the agonies of an inventor too. He doesn't listen to me at all.”
    

    
      Suddenly curious, I asked.
    

    
      “How much does it cost per enhancement?”
    

    
      “About 1 gold?”
    

    
      1 gold was roughly about 500,000 won in our money.
    

    
      In other words, 500,000 won had just flown away right in front of my eyes.
    

    
      “……How many times have you failed.”
    

    
      “About ten times? No. Including just now, eleven times.”
    

    
      At that moment, something snapped in my head.
    

    
      “Wanna die?”
    

    
      I grabbed the guy's collar.
    

    
      “Why, why are you doing this?”
    

    
      “This bastard, there's a limit to lacking economic sense. Do you know whose labor that money comes from? If you fail one more time, know that I'll sell all the magitech devices you have. Got it?”
    

    
      “Kek! Ah, alright. Alright, so let this go!”
    

    
      I released the guy's collar I was holding.
    

    
      Dammit. 
    

    
      I still had to repay the loan for Lunatic, and a money-eating hippo had come in.
    

    
      ‘Ugh. Leaving the whining Dayle alone, I fell into worry.
    

    
      Our Shadow's funding source was ultimately from the Beltus Cult's commissions anyway.
    

    
      We were doing liquor business at Lunatic as a disguise, but after all, this was a side job, and since it hadn't been open long, it wasn't making much money yet.
    

    
      But that said, I couldn't tell Dayle to stop what he was doing.
    

    
      I didn't know what Dayle was trying to make, but it would definitely be something helpful for the guild.
    

    
      Wasn't that why I brought him into the guild in the first place.
    

    
      “Umm.”
    

    
      While I was lost in thought about the guild's finances and Dayle's disposal like that.
    

    
      Dayle, who had been timidly watching me, asked.
    

    
      “But boss.”
    

    
      “What.”
    

    
      “Why did you suddenly come to Lunatic?”
    

    
      “Ah, right. I forgot.”
    

    
      I grabbed Dayle's collar again.
    

    
      “Ugh! Why again!?”
    

    
      “Just lend me your eyes for a bit.”
    

    
      “Eh? My eyes?”
    

    
      I dragged the bewildered Dayle outside.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      A hundred hearings are not as good as one seeing.
    

    
      Like the saying ‘Better to see once than hear a hundred times’, I directly demonstrated [Dark Sprint] in front of Dayle.
    

    
      The result was the same as before.
    

    
      Mana depletion and hyperventilation due to mana circuit overload came.
    

    
      I looked at Dayle while sprawled flat on the ground.
    

    
      I asked with my expression.
    

    
      What the hell was the problem.
    

    
      In return, Dayle asked.
    

    
      “Boss, are you an idiot?”
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      “In my opinion, it seems like it’s because the boss is too ‘conscious’ of the breathing?”
    

    
      “Conscious of the breathing?”
    

    
      “That’s right.”
    

    
      Dayle nodded vigorously while rubbing the back of his head where I had hit him.
    

    
      “Because you’re too immersed in casting [The Thief’s Breath], the balance is breaking. You’re forcibly trying to hold onto the mana, so the breathing gets tangled, and that’s why you keep failing.”
    

    
      “What are you talking about? Explain it in a way I can understand.”
    

    
      “Ah. Why can’t you understand such a simple thing?”
    

    
      Dayle grumbled with an annoyed expression, but when I raised my hand, he instantly changed his attitude and continued the explanation.
    

    
      “The boss’s problem right now isn’t with [Dark Sprint]. It’s with [The Thief’s Breath]. You know well that we humans can’t accumulate mana in our bodies, right, boss?”
    

    
      I nodded.
    

    
      “I know.”
    

    
      “So, those who train their bodies like knights convert mana into aura and accumulate it in their bodies, and those who train their minds like mages carve paths called mana circuits between their inner world and this world to draw in mana.”
    

    
      “I know that too.”
    

    
      “And we thieves can be seen as combining the two. What makes that possible is precisely [The Thief’s Breath].”
    

    
      “I know, I said.”
    

    
      The Thief’s Breath.
    

    
      This vision, created by the great thief Ian Gaius, was the most basic vision and qi gong technique that thieves of Shadow learned.
    

    
      Thieves who mastered [The Thief’s Breath] basically had their five senses developed.
    

    
      In addition, the ability to control the body more delicately, emotional control, and patience increased.
    

    
      But above all, the representative ability of [The Thief’s Breath] was this.
    

    
      Allowing mana to be accumulated in the body.
    

    
      The reason we thieves could strengthen our bodies without aura and use mana without mana circuits was all thanks to this [The Thief’s Breath].
    

    
      “You’re probably accumulating mana with [The Thief’s Breath] in everyday life too, boss.”
    

    
      “That’s right.”
    

    
      “So. That’s the cause.”
    

    
      I tilted my head.
    

    
      “That’s the cause?”
    

    
      “Hoo. Frustrating. Listen carefully. From now on, the explanation might be difficult.”
    

    
      If it were usual, I would have smacked the back of his head for being an explanation freak, but I focused on Dayle’s mouth.
    

    
      “On the surface, aura and mana can’t be distinguished. But in terms of power, it’s 2 to 1 with aura being superior. In a way, it’s natural. Aura is mana that’s been refined and refined again through training to accumulate in the body. Humans have overcome the drawback of having to accumulate it in the limited space of the body through evolution and development, in their own way.”
    

    
      “That’s right.”
    

    
      “Naturally, visions that use the body like swordsmanship, martial arts, evasion techniques, light body techniques all use aura. On the other hand, what about [Dark Sprint]?”
    

    
      “It uses mana. Because it’s a thievery technique.”
    

    
      “Doesn’t something seem off?”
    

    
      “Huh? Now that you mention it…….”
    

    
      I adjusted my sitting posture.
    

    
      Because I got a sense of what Dayle was saying.
    

    
      It was definitely strange.
    

    
      From ancient times, all thieves of Shadow had mastered [The Thief’s Breath].
    

    
      Naturally, their bodies would have accumulated mana, not aura, and [Dark Sprint] would also have used mana as a resource.
    

    
      However, [Dark Sprint] was superior to other light body techniques that used aura.
    

    
      ‘How could that be?’
    

    
      By simple calculation alone, mana and aura should have a 2-fold difference in output.
    

    
      It would make sense if other light body techniques were faster than [Dark Sprint] which used mana.
    

    
      ‘But why is it the opposite?’
    

    
      Moreover, [Dark Sprint] was a thievery technique with sustainability, not single-use like [Dagger Shift].
    

    
      It continuously consumed mana.
    

    
      The reason my flow kept breaking when I used [Dark Sprint] was also here.
    

    
      Because I couldn’t sustain that flow in the first place.
    

    
      To summarize, structurally, it was impossible to maintain and sustain [Dark Sprint] with mana, logically.
    

    
      “……It’s strange?”
    

    
      Dayle also nodded.
    

    
      “I think the same. It’s strange.”
    

    
      “Right?”
    

    
      “That’s right. The boss is really strange. Are you doing it on purpose by any chance?”
    

    
      At the out-of-the-blue remark, I tilted my head.
    

    
      “On purpose? What are you talking about?”
    

    
      “I’m asking why you’re using [The Thief’s Breath] so inefficiently, that’s what I mean. I don’t understand. Is it a concept? Or are you trying to test if my eyes are working properly?”
    

    
      I realized something was wrong.
    

    
      “Am I that strange?”
    

    
      “You are strange. Using [The Thief’s Breath] while being conscious of it.”
    

    
      “Isn’t it natural to be conscious and focused when using a vision?”
    

    
      “But that vision is [The Thief’s Breath], isn’t it?”
    

    
      “So what? Isn’t it a vision?”
    

    
      “It is a vision. But, it’s basic, right? Why are you focusing on using [The Thief’s Breath]?”
    

    
      What bullshit has he been spouting since earlier.
    

    
      Could he be getting revenge for the hit earlier? 
    

    
      I thought, but Dayle’s expression was genuinely frustrated.
    

    
      “Then you don’t focus?”
    

    
      “Of course not.”
    

    
      “Why? Because of Evil Eye?”
    

    
      Dayle shook his head.
    

    
      “Rendal told me. That [The Thief’s Breath] should be used steadily even in everyday life. Like daily breathing. So I did it consistently, and now it just happens naturally. Probably the same for Luis?”
    

    
      Only then did I realize what was wrong.
    

    
      “You just said daily, right?”
    

    
      “That’s right.”
    

    
      Ah. Yeah.
    

    
      The problem was me.
    

    
      Precisely, the ‘me’ who possessed this body.
    

    
      I was the problem.
    

    
      Generally, humans did abdominal breathing unconsciously in daily life.
    

    
      But thieves breathed with [The Thief’s Breath].
    

    
      Because that was the first step to becoming a thief.
    

    
      To them, it was extremely natural.
    

    
      But me?
    

    
      Except when necessary, in normal times, I did abdominal breathing.
    

    
      Because to me, this was natural.
    

    
      And this difference created the current error.
    

    
      ‘It probably wasn’t originally.’
    

    
      Meaning when it was Gerard.
    

    
      But due to possession, as the owner of this body changed to me, unconsciously, the breathing also changed from [The Thief’s Breath] to abdominal breathing.
    

    
      “……Fuck. This is ridiculous.”
    

    
      “Me too. Why are you doing that? Was it really to test if my eyes are working properly?”
    

    
      What should I say.
    

    
      Even if I told the truth, he wouldn’t believe it anyway.
    

    
      If I said I didn’t know, it would be embarrassing.
    

    
      “I’ve actually been curious for a while. I just passed it off thinking the boss was doing his own research. But seeing it now, that doesn’t seem to be the case. Look at this. Even now, you’re not doing it.”
    

    
      Looking to the side, Dayle was narrowing his eyes and scanning me up and down.
    

    
      I hit the back of his head.
    

    
      Pueok!
    

    
      “Uwaak!”
    

    
      “It is research, you bastard.”
    

    
      I turned my body.
    

    
      “Wha, what. Are you leaving?”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      “……What the hell did you come for?”
    

    
      Dayle grumbled from behind.
    

    
      I can hear everything, you punk.
    

    
      Still, thanks to the guy, I got the answer, so I should give him a gift.
    

    
      “I’ll put in a good word with Luis.”
    

    
      “Huh? Is that for real?”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      Leaving the excited, jumping Dayle behind, I returned straight to the dormitory.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      The solution was simple.
    

    
      Continuing to use [The Thief’s Breath] unconsciously while living daily life until it happened.
    

    
      Even when listening to lectures.
    

    
      Even when thinking.
    

    
      Even when eating, when shitting, even when sleeping.
    

    
      Even when sitting still and spacing out.
    

    
      Consciously breathing in and out as [The Thief’s Breath] led.
    

    
      The period was until it worked.
    

    
      I didn’t know when that would be, but the hopeful thing was that this body had already achieved that state once.
    

    
      So the body would remember.
    

    
      On top of that, with the [Versatile] trait, my calculation was that it wouldn’t take too long.
    

    
      Thanks to that, I was able to greet a lively morning after a long time.
    

    
      From today, all 3rd-year classes were suspended due to the outdoor activity of the 888th class.
    

    
      Originally, I should have gone too, but I was excluded because I was a failing student.
    

    
      Well, it was good for me.
    

    
      Because it meant more time to fully focus on myself.
    

    
      The next class was ‘Monster Studies’ for 1st-years.
    

    
      I headed to the cafeteria to meet Yuria.
    

    
      Yuria asked as soon as she saw me.
    

    
      “How’s your stomach?”
    

    
      “It’s fine now. I must have indigestion from eating too fast. Professor Ilai said so. That one’s usual eating habits reflect one’s life. So she worried and told me to take it easy.”
    

    
      Maybe because I was in a good mood, lies came out smoothly even though she didn’t ask.
    

    
      “She gave me some tea that’s good for settling the stomach, and it was super effective. I’m completely fine now.”
    

    
      Yuria smiled brightly.
    

    
      “That’s a relief.”
    

    
      “Yeah. And since I didn’t eat anything from last night, I’m hungry. What should I eat?”
    

    
      “You should eat something easy to digest. Let’s go vegetarian.”
    

    
      “Huh? Vegetarian? You hate greens.”
    

    
      One of the reasons Yuria came to the academy was the food.
    

    
      Due to the nature of mercenary life wandering around, there were many times to worry about meals, but the academy provided various foods at cheap prices.
    

    
      Among them, Yuria preferred meat and went crazy for sweet desserts.
    

    
      “It’s fine.”
    

    
      “Really?”
    

    
      “I said so. Let’s eat salad.”
    

    
      Yuria grabbed my wrist and actively led me toward the food street.
    

    
      She really looked like she wanted to eat salad, so I didn’t bring it up anymore.
    

    
      ‘Yeah. People sometimes crave vegetables.’
    

    
      Actually, I wasn’t that interested in what to eat.
    

    
      My interest was solely in [The Thief’s Breath].
    

    
      I had been maintaining it for a whopping ten minutes now.
    

    
      My personal best record.
    

    
      ‘Even though I was in a perfect unconscious state while talking with Yuria, I’m still maintaining it.’
    

    
      I cheered inwardly.
    

    
      ‘Good. Let’s keep this up while eating. Until before entering the lecture!’
    

    
      Seeing the growth accelerating right before my eyes made me feel delighted.
    

    
      It might be my imagination, but I also felt like my head was clearing.
    

    
      I saw it as related to [The Thief’s Breath] to some extent.
    

    
      ‘Oh my. Am I growing like this again? Hehe.’
    

    
      At that moment, Yuria’s voice was heard.
    

    
      “Are you okay, senior?”
    

    
      “Yeah?”
    

    
      “You suddenly smiled creepily, then stopped, then smiled creepily again.”
    

    
      Did I do that?
    

    
      “Ahh. Just because it’s funny.”
    

    
      I couldn’t say it was because of The Thief’s Breath, so I roughly glossed over it.
    

    
      “You were telling a funny story. That made me laugh.”
    

    
      For a moment, Yuria’s expression changed strangely for an instant.
    

    
      “I was talking about Karina.”
    

    
      Aha.
    

    
      ‘Oh shit.’
    

    
      A senior who suddenly smiles lewdly while listening to talk about Karina.
    

    
      I didn’t know what Yuria would think of me.
    

    
      Fortunately, it was a needless worry.
    

    
      Yuria didn’t pay much attention to my reaction and continued the story she was telling.
    

    
      “Anyway. Karina’s been a bit strange lately. She even dozes off during lectures, and today she was even late. She’s never done that before.”
    

    
      “Ah, really? She was late?”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      She could make up for class attitude with other scores, but being late was a different issue.
    

    
      Karina, who maintained perfection in all aspects and aimed for the academy’s top seat, couldn’t not know that.
    

    
      Undoubtedly, some important event causing recent changes in Karina’s state of mind was happening.
    

    
      What could it be?
    

    
      ‘Obviously me.’
    

    
      She seemed to be under tremendous stress.
    

    
      Well, not my business.
    

    
      “Here. Let’s eat.”
    

    
      We received the ordered salads and sat at an empty table.
    

    
      But why?
    

    
      Clearly, the people who came were me and Yuria, two people.
    

    
      Somehow, the people sitting at the table were not two but three.
    

    
      “?”
    

    
      Looking ahead, Yuria was looking at my side with a frozen expression.
    

    
      So I also turned my gaze to the side.
    

    
      “What are you looking at?”
    

    
      They say even a tiger comes when spoken of.
    

    
      An unlucky face was there.
    

    
      I would have preferred the tiger.
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      “Why are you here?”
    

    
      “Is there any reason I shouldn’t be here?”
    

    
      There wasn’t.
    

    
      This shop was located on the food street inside the academy, and Karina was definitely an academy cadet.
    

    
      There was nothing strange about her being here.
    

    
      However,
    

    
      “Why are you sitting here?”
    

    
      Leaving other seats empty and deliberately sitting right next to me was a bit. 
    

    
      No, very strange.
    

    
      “There are no seats available?”
    

    
      No seats?
    

    
      I looked around.
    

    
      The restaurant was half empty.
    

    
      In other words, there were fucking plenty of seats.
    

    
      “Then, are all those many seats I see right now reserved or something?”
    

    
      “Maybe so. I don’t know.”
    

    
      Karina answered like that and shamelessly brought a sausage to her mouth.
    

    
      “Mmm. Not bad.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “Why do you keep staring? Is this your first time seeing someone eat? Or am I just too pretty?”
    

    
      Karina suddenly rested her chin on her hand and smiled with her eyes.
    

    
      If her intention was to piss me off and extort settlement money, she almost succeeded just now.
    

    
      I almost really threw a punch.
    

    
      ‘A bitch like an assault provoker.’
    

    
      What pissed me off even more was that because of Karina’s sudden appearance, the thief’s breath I had been maintaining well was momentarily disrupted.
    

    
      ‘Fucking hell, really.’
    

    
      But I swallowed the curse inside.
    

    
      Because all of this was flowing exactly as Karina intended.
    

    
      I decided to ignore her, made up my mind, and was about to put a piece of lettuce in my mouth.
    

    
      “Huh.”
    

    
      Suddenly, the plate trembled faintly.
    

    
      It wasn’t just the plate. 
    

    
      The water glass next to it. 
    

    
      No, now that I looked, the entire table was shaking.
    

    
      Could it be.
    

    
      ‘Magical beast terror?’
    

    
      It was the disaster most likely to occur in the current situation.
    

    
      But I soon realized where the source of this vibration was.
    

    
      I lifted my head and looked ahead.
    

    
      “Yuria?”
    

    
      Yuria was staring intently at Karina.
    

    
      The problem was that her arm was trembling violently.
    

    
      That sight was like watching a time bomb about to explode, so dry saliva naturally went down the back of my throat.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      The precarious meal that seemed like it would explode if touched unexpectedly ended without any incident.
    

    
      It was thanks to the fork bending.
    

    
      “Huh? W-why is this…….”
    

    
      Yuria, who suddenly bent the fork, panicked on her own due to the unintended damage to property.
    

    
      “Good grief. I don’t know what you’re trying to do.”
    

    
      Seeing that, Karina laughed as if it was absurd and left her seat.
    

    
      “See you again?”
    

    
      Of course, leaving a meaningful remark was a bonus.
    

    
      It was a somewhat absurd ending, but it was fortunate that it ended like this.
    

    
      If those two had really clashed, the damage wouldn’t have ended with just one fork.
    

    
      ‘Why did she suddenly show up anyway. Tsk.’
    

    
      Karina’s intention was obvious.
    

    
      She had changed her method from stalking to direct confrontation.
    

    
      If she approached directly, I would gradually feel pressure, and as the burden accumulated, I would eventually make a mistake.
    

    
      It seemed she had altered her strategy like this.
    

    
      The ‘see you again’ she left at the end probably meant that.
    

    
      Well, I decided to just leave it be.
    

    
      Nothing would change anyway.
    

    
      ‘With her personality, it won’t last long.’
    

    
      Karina’s fiery patience was among the lowest of the characters I knew.
    

    
      “Anyway. Why am I so tired these days.”
    

    
      It hadn’t been long since I found a solution for [Dark Sprint], and now this annoyance again.
    

    
      It felt like I was being subjected to mindless forced bashing.
    

    
      When I looked up at the sky, the glaring sunlight somehow seemed to be mocking me.
    

    
      ‘Hehe. Take this, bashing beam.’
    

    
      “Fucking sucks.”
    

    
      That was when.
    

    
      “You seem to have many worries.”
    

    
      Before I knew it, Section Chief Baron had approached behind me.
    

    
      “Ah. Section Chief Baron.”
    

    
      “Is the lecture over?”
    

    
      “As you can see.”
    

    
      “Then why are you wandering around instead of going to the dormitory?”
    

    
      “Just because.”
    

    
      “Just because?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      Section Chief Baron stood next to me.
    

    
      “Then let’s walk for a bit.”
    

    
      “Why. Aren’t you going home?”
    

    
      “There’s nothing to do even if I go anyway.”
    

    
      I looked at Section Chief Baron with pitiful eyes.
    

    
      Section Chief Baron was still a single old bachelor even at this age.
    

    
      According to the setting book, he had someone he dated a long time ago, but for some reason, he was alone now.
    

    
      ‘At this rate, isn’t he confirmed single until death.’
    

    
      Section Chief Baron seemed to have meekly accepted his fate.
    

    
      He didn’t seem to mind much.
    

    
      ‘Is being single a trend here too?’
    

    
      We wandered around the academy and lightly chatted.
    

    
      Mostly about recent happenings and lectures.
    

    
      Occasionally, talk about my past came up, but I just smiled and naturally brushed it off.
    

    
      “But earlier, you seemed to have many worries. Do you have some concerns?”
    

    
      “I do. Is there anyone without concerns?”
    

    
      “Is it because of Karina?”
    

    
      Huh?
    

    
      I stopped walking and looked at Section Chief Baron.
    

    
      “As expected. The rumor circulating among the professors was true.”
    

    
      He looked at me and smiled faintly.
    

    
      In that moment, my heart sank.
    

    
      My mind tangled like a skein of thread, and all the hairs on my skin stood on end.
    

    
      ‘Rumor? What rumor?’
    

    
      Currently, Karina was suspecting me of being a thief and throwing a fit to secure evidence.
    

    
      In this ongoing situation, a rumor was spreading among the professors?
    

    
      ‘Did Karina leak her suspicions about me outside?’
    

    
      My mind automatically assumed the worst possible case.
    

    
      ‘No. I don’t know yet.’
    

    
      I quickly regained my composure and assessed the situation.
    

    
      Section Chief Baron’s atmosphere was no different from before.
    

    
      That meant the rumor was likely some trivial gossip.
    

    
      Also, the Karina I knew was an action-oriented type who solved problems by moving her body directly.
    

    
      She was absolutely not the intelligent type who spread rumors and waited for opportunities from behind.
    

    
      ‘And that would be a big gamble from her perspective too.’
    

    
      Even in the midst of this, trying to maintain [Thief’s Breath] showed I was quite a tenacious guy.
    

    
      “What kind of rumor?”
    

    
      “Are you pretending not to know?”
    

    
      “No, I really don’t know.”
    

    
      “Fine. It’s good that you’re serious about academy life, Gerard. But lining up with the ducal family is a hasty judgment timing-wise.”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      What is this nonsense now.
    

    
      “Me? I’m lining up with the ducal family?”
    

    
      “Wasn’t it? Ah. If you’re embarrassed, don’t worry. As your teacher, I’m fully on your side. You don’t have to be ashamed. However, what worries me is that you might ruin things due to the greed in front of you.”
    

    
      Section Chief Baron spoke with a rather serious expression.
    

    
      Seeing that, it definitely wasn’t the rumor that I was a thief.
    

    
      ‘At least I can relax about that.’
    

    
      But maybe that would have been better.
    

    
      “What nonsense have you talking about from earlier.”
    

    
      “It’s about Karina.”
    

    
      “Why her suddenly.”
    

    
      “You’re meeting with her, aren’t you.”
    

    
      In that moment, my mind went blank as if hit on the head with a hammer.
    

    
      ‘……Huh?’
    

    
      No thoughts came to mind.
    

    
      Just that, Section Chief Baron’s last words echoed.
    

    
      ‘You’re meeting with her, aren’t you.’
    

    
      ‘You’re meeting with her, aren’t you.’
    

    
      At the same time, the absurd words Section Baron had said earlier fit together like a puzzle, and only then could I properly face what that rumor really was.
    

    
      ‘Haha…… No way, surely not.’
    

    
      Even so, I denied that reality.
    

    
      Because it was something that wouldn’t happen, shouldn’t happen, and was horrific even to imagine.
    

    
      But in the world, such absurd and shitty things often occurred.
    

    
      “It’s good to advance without regard for fire or water for your goal, but if you rush, it backflows, Gerard.”
    

    
      The reality of the rumor was that Karina and I were in a passionate relationship.
    

    
      No.
    

    
      It was even more escalating.
    

    
      “Still, morally, two-timing is a bit not right.”
    

    
      Two-timing, he said.
    

    
      Ah.
    

    
      This is maddening.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      I didn’t know where it went wrong.
    

    
      Dating Karina was absurd enough, but what?
    

    
      Two-timing?
    

    
      Two-timing?
    

    
      My breathing almost got messed up, and I nearly fell into qi deviation.
    

    
      Of course, not really, but it meant I was that shocked.
    

    
      It was so ridiculous that words didn’t come out.
    

    
      Is this guy seriously saying this?
    

    
      “Um. Uh. Section Chief Baron Tesda?”
    

    
      “Speak.”
    

    
      “Did you just say two-timing?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “One is obviously Karina Zain. Who is the other one? It’s not the person I’m thinking of, right?”
    

    
      Anger flashed in Section Chief Baron’s eyes looking at me.
    

    
      “Are you trying to mock me? Or are you bragging because you want to? Obviously, it’s Yuria.”
    

    
      It was real.
    

    
      Yes.
    

    
      Before I knew it, without realizing, I had become a Casanova meeting two women.
    

    
      One of them the humanity’s strongest-level beauty called the greatest goddess in academy history, the other a top girl with no less appearance and specs.
    

    
      Ah. Of course, in the latter case, her personality was a wreck.
    

    
      Anyway, what was important now wasn’t these kinds of things.
    

    
      Pissed off at the fucking bullshit rumor, I asked.
    

    
      “No. Do you think I’m handsome, Section Chief?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      The answer came without a second’s hesitation.
    

    
      “You’re objectively ugly.”
    

    
      The cold fact-bomb pissed me off more.
    

    
      “No. You don’t have to double-confirm it like that.”
    

    
      “It’s your fault for asking.”
    

    
      If he were younger than me, this guy might have died by my hand today.
    

    
      “Then besides appearance. Do I have any good points?”
    

    
      “No. None.”
    

    
      “See? My looks are mediocre, abilities mediocre. Not good at studies, not from a good family, no fame. Even until last year, I was called the worst cadet, so how can someone like me date Yuria and Karina at the same time? Huh?”
    

    
      It was a logical rebuttal based purely on facts.
    

    
      But Section Chief Baron’s thoughts seemed different.
    

    
      “Instead, your future shines, doesn’t it.”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “Do you know who the cadet receiving the most attention among academy cadets recently is? It’s you, Gerard. The past is the past. You can have confidence in yourself.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “They say women feel attraction to men with clear prospects. Your family is ordinary, appearance ugly, personality problematic, past flawed. But you’re a man with sufficient charm.”
    

    
      Is this an insult or praise?
    

    
      Pick one, professor.
    

    
      “Anyway, I’m not two-timing.”
    

    
      “Then who is it. Yuria? Or Karina Zain?”
    

    
      This is driving me crazy, really.
    

    
      “Obviously neither. Ha. Really…… No. What kind of bullshit rumor are you believing, Section Chief? That’s someone’s jealous invention, invention.”
    

    
      When I vented with a frustrated expression, Section Chief Baron tilted his head.
    

    
      “Really neither?”
    

    
      “Should I cut my wrist or something? I think I should. Give me a sword.”
    

    
      “No. Use yours.”
    

    
      When I really moved my hand to my waist to do it, Section Chief Baron laughed heartily and stopped me.
    

    
      “I got it, I got it. Then what about Karina? How did that story come up?”
    

    
      “That’s what I’m saying. That’s the most absurd thing right now? I can let Yuria slide because of the mentor system, but where the hell did Karina come from. There’s a rumor that I’m dating her?”
    

    
      “The rumor hasn’t spread yet. It was just a story circulating among our student affairs staff right now.”
    

    
      “……Ah.”
    

    
      I almost swore for real.
    

    
      My energy drained completely, and as I stared blankly at Section Chief, he found it funny and laughed heartily.
    

    
      Then suddenly with a serious face.
    

    
      “But keep in mind. Rumors in the academy spread faster than words.”
    

    
      Bullshit.
    

    
      If you all just watch your mouths, it’d be fine.
    

    
      No matter how I think, student affairs needs to be abolished.
    

    
      “Anyway, so the rumor hasn’t spread yet, right?”
    

    
      “That’s about it.”
    

    
      “Ah. Then what are you doing? Hurry up and go muzzle the staff.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Even without that, I’ve been busy fixing my bad image and making up for lacking credits, and if such rumors spread too, I’ll get even more tired, really.”
    

    
      I pushed Section Chief Baron.
    

    
      “Hurry. Hurry!”
    

    
      “You doing this makes me more tired. Alright, stop pushing. Anyway, Karina is not it either?”
    

    
      I firmly nailed it.
    

    
      “Listen well. We’re archenemies, archenemies. If she hears this talk, she’ll probably throw a fit about suing for defamation.”
    

    
      Section Chief Baron nodded.
    

    
      But why did he smack his lips like he was disappointed, I don’t know.
    

    
      Anyway.
    

    
      After parting with Section Chief Baron, I headed to the dormitory with drooping footsteps.
    

    
      I wanted to rest.
    

    
      I could swear there had never been a day when emotions jumped around like this.
    

    
      I was tired.
    

    
      I wanted to lie on the bed.
    

    
      ‘That damn two-timing talk, Baron will handle it himself.’
    

    
      Anyway, where the hell did such talk start?
    

    
      Thinking back, I soon realized it was futile.
    

    
      Karina Zain had been following me around since we settled things at the lodge cafe.
    

    
      It would be stranger if not one person in the academy had seen that sight.
    

    
      ‘And today, we met again at the restaurant.’
    

    
      Even almost fought with Yuria there.
    

    
      “It makes sense for talk to spread. Sigh.”
    

    
      What is this, some trashy morning drama.
    

    
      I don’t know why this is happening to me.
    

    
      In frustration, I suddenly looked up at the sky.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      The fading sunset was still smiling at me.
    

    

  
    Chapter 64: Chapter 64

    
      Chapter 64: How to Survive in a World of Absurdity (2)
    

    
      The sewer had somehow regained its past appearance.
    

    
       
    

    
      Foul-smelling garbage and rotting corpses floated in the wastewater, with swarms of sewer rats gleefully swimming through it.  
    

    
      This morning, upon Luis’s message, I went to find Guartes’s laboratory.
    

    
      “You’ve arrived, Master.”
    

    
      Seeing Guartes after a week, he seemed in a strangely good mood. 
    

    
       
    

    
      I had thought he’d be worn out from dealing with the tiresome aftermath of Narsi’s sudden death, but apparently not.
    

    
      ‘Well, Guartes is just a bridge connecting me to the cult, a mere cleric. The ones truly worn out would be the higher-ups.’
    

    
      Still, seeing that smelly prospective guy grinning in front of me didn’t exactly lift my spirits.  
    

    
      ‘It’s like the stench has gotten worse.’
    

    
      Chalking it up to my imagination, I put a bit more distance between us.
    

    
       
    

    
      We sat down at a spot prepared inside the laboratory.  
    

    
      As soon as we sat, Guartes asked about my well-being.
    

    
      “So, how have you been holding up?”
    

    
      I answered immediately.
    

    
      “Not great, but quietly.”
    

    
      Guartes chuckled at the bite in my response.
    

    
      “I bet. Same here. I’ve been holed up here, buried in research day and night.”
    

    
      I glanced around the laboratory.
    

    
       
    

    
      Come to think of it, things had changed.  
    

    
      There were new experimental tools I hadn’t seen before.  
    

    
      Among them, a small vial caught my eye.  
    

    
      It contained a pitch-black liquid, like soy sauce.
    

    
      ‘What’s that? Never seen it before.’
    

    
      Even I didn’t know every potion and material in 
      Frey
      .  
    

    
      The world of 
      Frey
       was vast, and there was no way to know about things not shown in the game.  
    

    
      So, I instinctively used [Detection].  
    

    
      It had become a habit—whenever something piqued my curiosity, I’d use [Detection] without thinking.  
    

    
      Information is a thief’s greatest weapon, after all.
    

    
       
    

    
      Soon, I sensed a thick, concentrated aura of death emanating from it.
    

    
      “Is that the result of your research?”
    

    
      “No hiding anything from the Master's eyes, huh.”
    

    
      Guartes admitted it readily.
    

    
      “It’s something I made, the ‘Elixir of Death.’”
    

    
      “Elixir of Death? Sounds like a big deal just from the name.”
    

    
      “It is a big deal.”
    

    
      Guartes’s reply carried strong pride.
    

    
      “To put it simply, it can forcibly accelerate the growth of the undead.”
    

    
      I was inwardly shocked.
    

    
       
    

    
      If what he said was true, this potion was indeed a remarkable item, as the smelly guy claimed.  
    

    
      Naturally, this was an item that didn’t exist in the original story.
    

    
       
    

    
      It seemed the week-long gap had sparked some kind of epiphany in Guartes.  
    

    
      Damn it.  
    

    
      The small ripples caused by the butterfly effect were now stirring up storms in various places.
    

    
      “You developed it yourself?”
    

    
      “I got lucky. Heh heh.”
    

    
      Though he said that, Guartes’s expression was filled with undeniable pride.
    

    
      “The Bishop will be pleased. This will be a great asset to the Darkness.”
    

    
      “Krhehe. Oh, but please keep it a secret from the Bishop. It’s not fully complete yet. You’re the first person I’ve told, Master.”
    

    
      That was valuable information.  
    

    
      Whether it would be completed or not was uncertain, but this was something that couldn’t fall into the hands of the Darkness.
    

    
      ‘I’ll have to find a day to destroy it all.’
    

    
      Contrary to my thoughts, I nodded as reliably as possible.
    

    
      “I’ll keep it a secret.”
    

    
      “Thank you. Keke. Oh, and the reason I asked to see you is this.”
    

    
      Guartes pulled out a request form from his pocket and handed it to me.  
    

    
      As I skimmed it, it was, as expected, the event I had anticipated.
    

    
      “The Obelisk. Destroying it is the task I’d like you to handle this time, Master.”
    

    
      The Obelisk was a guardian pillar recently developed through a joint effort by the Academy and the Magitech Research Institute. 
    

    
       
    

    
      It was a countermeasure to suppress the Mana Freeze that occurs as a backlash when a Beast Pouch bursts.  
    

    
      The Academy had already deployed it in practice.
    

    
      “The Beast Pouch is a threatening terrorist weapon due to the magical beasts it unleashes, but without Mana Freeze, its value drops significantly. The higher-ups believe it’s too valuable to be rendered useless like this.”
    

    
      Mana Freeze is a kind of wide-area silence that completely blocks mages from using magic.  
    

    
      Only a rare few mages could operate freely under Mana Freeze—those with high mastery, robust Mana Circuits, or exceptional mana affinity.  
    

    
      From third-year cadets and up, some could use magic to an extent under Mana Freeze, but even they were merely resisting it, not completely free.  
    

    
      I was no different.
    

    
      “Here are four scrolls embedded with [Flame Explosion]. One should suffice, but I recommend using two for certain destruction. The rest are spares for emergencies.”
    

    
      I tucked the scrolls into my coat.  
    

    
      The destruction of the Obelisk was an event that happened in the original story.  
    

    
      I had already prepared for it and was just waiting for the request.
    

    
      “Is that all?”
    

    
      “Yes. Anything else you’d like to say?”
    

    
      I pointed at the request form.
    

    
      “It says the deadline is a week.”
    

    
      “That’s right.”
    

    
      “If I take care of it today, is there any chance of extra pay?”
    

    
      The guild was broke because of that money-eating jerk.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Fortunately, Guartes agreed to my request.
    

    
      “Then I’ll give you an extra 4 gold.”
    

    
      I wanted to haggle for a clean five, but that would’ve hurt my pride.
    

    
      ‘Still, I earned enough to enhance that jerk Dayle four more times.’
    

    
      This was a big haul for just a few words.  
    

    
      It was a skill only I, with the cult’s trust, could pull off.
    

    
      ‘Nice.’
    

    
      With a satisfied look, I left the sewer and headed for the Academy.
    

    
      Step, step.
    

    
      There were plenty of ways to make money.  
    

    
      Knowing the rough future, I could invest, develop products, or start a business.  
    

    
      Or even monopolize items like magical tools or artifacts.  
    

    
      Knowing the future was a powerful advantage.  
    

    
      Making money was practically guaranteed.
    

    
      But there was something more important than making money.  
    

    
      Thievery.
    

    
      If someone heard that, they’d scoff, “What? That’s ridiculous.”  
    

    
      I mean, how could thievery take precedence over making money?  
    

    
      But my thievery was different.  
    

    
      It was a matter of 
      survival
      .
    

    
      Because of this damned thievery, I wasn’t free within the confines of the Academy, constantly worrying about when I’d bite the dust while busy cleaning up my image.  
    

    
      Items?
    

    
       
    

    
      I had to hand those over to the great protagonists fighting for this world.  
    

    
      I was left scraping by with the leftovers.  
    

    
      And that’s not all.  
    

    
      I was the head of a ruined household, with two dependents—one of whom demanded money just to do work, like some foreign-educated snob.
    

    
      ‘Goddamn, is this for real?’
    

    
      I suddenly felt a surge of anger.  
    

    
      The absurdity of yesterday, the current situation, all the hardships I’d endured, and the early morning vibe—it all piled up, and my stress exploded.
    

    
      ‘Trying to stay sane in this crazy world was the real mistake.’
    

    
      I suddenly recalled the moment I was first transmigrated.  
    

    
      Back then, I was filled with venom, ready to do whatever it took to survive.  
    

    
      But living at the Academy had dulled that edge without me realizing it.
    

    
      “Out of all the transmigrated bastards, I’ve got it the worst. My life’s the shittiest.”
    

    
      It was like a soldier after discharge, boasting about how their unit was the toughest.  
    

    
      Under the bright moonlight, I started spouting some idiotic transmigration pride.
    

    
      “If there’s someone who’s got it worse than me, step forward.”
    

    
      And then, someone actually appeared behind me.
    

    
      “You? You think you’ve got it worse than me?”
    

    
      “…What kind of nonsense is that?”
    

    
      “Never mind.”
    

    
      I turned around.
    

    
       
    

    
      A figure in tight night gear, with a black sword strapped to their back, stared at me from the shadows cast by the moon.  
    

    
      “I’ve got something to tell you.”
    

    
      The figure stepped out of the shadows.  
    

    
      Even the night gear couldn’t hide her figure.  
    

    
      Her eyes, visible above the mask, gleamed seductively in the moonlight.  
    

    
      She slowly removed the mask covering her lower face.  
    

    
      It was Rachel.
    

    
      “Something to tell me?”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      “Is it a request?”
    

    
      I needed money.
    

    
      “Not that. Didn’t you just get a request from Guartes?”
    

    
      “Then make it quick. I’m busy.”
    

    
      I had to hurry and destroy the Obelisk.
    

    
      “Don’t rush. Relax. It’s something that’ll help you.”
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      “The Darkness is acting suspicious. It seems they’re clashing with the Death council, and it feels like something big’s about to go down.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “And Cristiano. Watch out for that guy.”
    

    
      I stared at her without a word.
    

    
       
    

    
      She must’ve misunderstood my look because Rachel hurriedly continued.
    

    
      “Wait, don’t get mad. I know you two are on good terms. But I know more about him than you do. Don’t trust him. I’m saying this for your sake.”
    

    
      “What’s that?”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “You’re talking like you’re not part of the cult.”
    

    
      “Did it sound like that? Well, think what you want.”
    

    
      “Is that all?”
    

    
      “…Yeah, that’s it.”
    

    
      A flicker of disappointment crossed Rachel’s face.
    

    
       
    

    
      Did she expect me to thank her?  
    

    
      I approached her.
    

    
      “Listen carefully.”
    

    
      I leaned in close and spoke clearly into her ear.
    

    
      “I don’t trust any of you. So don’t stick your nose where it doesn’t belong.”
    

    
      Rachel’s face hardened, clearly offended beyond disappointment.  
    

    
      But then she suddenly giggled.
    

    
      “Giggle. Really? Then you probably won’t believe this either.”
    

    
      I looked at her.
    

    
      “I said I’d cover for you when you took that artifact thief, didn’t I? You don’t believe that either… Urk!?”
    

    
      Before she could finish, I pinned her against the wall, my forearm pressing against her throat as she struggled.
    

    
      “Of course I don’t believe that.”
    

    
      “Guh! W-What’s with this all of a sudden…?”
    

    
      Rachel grabbed my arm with both hands, but I pressed harder.
    

    
      “I’ve been watching you, just in case you blabbed about it. If I saw even a hint of that, I was going to put a hole in your heart.”
    

    
      I drew my dagger with my free hand and aimed it at her chest.
    

    
      “Luckily, you haven’t said a word to anyone yet, have you?”
    

    
      Rachel answered with difficulty.
    

    
      “Y-You… I promised! I said I’d repay my debt. I won’t talk…!”
    

    
      “No, you said you’d 
      pretend you didn’t see anything
      .”
    

    
      “...!”
    

    
      “But for someone who didn’t see anything, you seem to know an awful lot, don’t you?”
    

    
      Her eyes widened as she realized her mistake.
    

    
      “W-Wait, I slipped up… Gah!”
    

    
      Too late.
    

    
       
    

    
      I pressed harder with my arm and slowly pushed the dagger toward her chest.
    

    
      She came here alone to meet me.
    

    
       
    

    
      So no one would know, and if she died here, no one would find out.  
    

    
      It was a chance to eliminate a potential problem for the future.  
    

    
      Plus, it could prevent the upcoming “nightmare.”  
    

    
      Letting this opportunity slip would be idiotic.
    

    
      “Goodbye.”
    

    
      “…I-I have a request.”
    

    
      I stopped the dagger.
    

    
      “A request?”
    

    
      “Y-Yeah…!”
    

    
      “Is it a job?”
    

    
      Rachel shook her head frantically.  
    

    
      I thought for a moment.  
    

    
      She hurriedly added.
    

    
      “I’ll give you information you don’t know as payment!”
    

    
      “Information I don’t know? You think there’s such a thing?”
    

    
      “And all the wealth I’ve accumulated so far…”
    

    
      That settled it.  
    

    
      I lowered the dagger.
    

    
      “Haa…”
    

    
      Rachel’s legs gave out, and she slid down the wall, collapsing to the ground.  
    

    
      A drop of blood fell from the tip of the dagger.  
    

    
      Her hair, damp with cold sweat, was disheveled, and her ragged breathing showed no trace of her earlier confidence.  
    

    
      She looked utterly pathetic.
    

    
      ‘And I’m an idiot.’
    

    
      Blinded by money, I revived a disaster that could strike the Academy later.
    

    
      ‘Well, I’ll deal with that when the time comes.’
    

    
      Ivan and his crew would handle it.  
    

    
      Turning down money in my tight situation would be foolish.  
    

    
      And she said 
      all
       her wealth.
    

    
      ‘I’ll decide after hearing her out.’
    

    
      I sheathed the dagger and pulled out a hemostatic agent and cloth from my vest pocket.  
    

    
      I crouched in front of her.  
    

    
      Rachel flinched.
    

    
      “What are you doing…?”
    

    
      “Stay still.”
    

    
      I pressed the cloth soaked with the hemostatic agent against her wound.  
    

    
      For a thief, such supplies were essential—you never know what might happen.  
    

    
      As I held the cloth to her wound, I felt her gaze and spoke.
    

    
      “You just came back from the brink of death and the one saving and treating you is none other than me.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “So you owe me again. Don’t forget that.”
    

    
      I turned to meet her eyes.
    

    
      ‘What is this lunatic…?’
    

    
      Her horrified expression seemed to say just that.
    

    
       
    

    
      Well, I had no defense.  
    

    
      Even though I thought I was acting like a madman right now.
    

    
      But what could I do?
    

    
       
    

    
      This was how a thief survived in a world full of absurdity.
    

    
       
    

    
      Since I’d already done something foolish, I might as well milk it for all it’s worth.  
    

    
      I shamelessly added,“Of course, this debt is separate from the payment for the request you mentioned. Got it?”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “So, what’s the request?”
    

    
      Hurry up and tell me.  
    

    
      I’ve got money to make.
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      Chapter 65: How to Survive in a World of Absurdity (3)
    

    
      "Revenge."
    

    
      "Revenge?"
    

    
      "Yeah. I want you to kill the person who killed my brother in my stead."
    

    
      I was dumbfounded. 
    

    
       
    

    
      And rightly so—Darkness is the assassin faction of the Beltus Cult.  
    

    
      For an assassin to request another assassination from a thief? Anyone would find that absurd.
    

    
      Moreover, the Rachel I knew was the boss of Chapter 5.  
    

    
      Not a mid-tier boss like Gerard, but the final boss who closes out that chapter.
    

    
      ‘Of course, it seems her powers haven’t awakened yet…’
    

    
      Still, she’s skilled enough to handle most targets on her own.
    

    
      "I know it sounds strange," she continued. "But once you hear who the target is, you’ll understand."
    

    
      "Who is it?"
    

    
      "Lutus."
    

    
      In 
      Frey
      , there was only one Lutus I knew.
    

    
      "Are you talking about the Bishop of Darkness?"
    

    
      She smiled.
    

    
       
    

    
      A strangely melancholic smile.
    

    
      "You got it. That Lutus. He’s the scum who killed my brother. And… he’s also my foster father."
    

    
      I felt my face stiffen behind the mask.  
    

    
      Lutus, the Bishop’s adopted daughter, Rachel.  
    

    
      That was news to me.
    

    
      "I’d rather not bore you with the long, complicated backstory. So, what do you say? Can you do it?"
    

    
      My brow furrowed instinctively.
    

    
       
    

    
      This wasn’t about how much money was on the table.  
    

    
      If it’s Bishop Lutus, even going all out, I couldn’t be sure of victory.  
    

    
      Naturally, Rachel wouldn’t stand a chance either, even if she came back from the dead.
    

    
      ‘But thinking about it differently, he’s an enemy I’ll have to deal with eventually.’
    

    
      Just like Narsi.
    

    
      ‘What should I do?’
    

    
      I was mulling it over when—
    

    
      "Hahaha!"
    

    
      Rachel suddenly clutched her stomach and burst out laughing.
    

    
      ‘What the hell? Why’s she cracking up all of a sudden?’
    

    
      I tilted my head, wondering if I’d accidentally applied a hallucinogen instead of a hemostatic agent. 
    

    
      I checked the clothes.  
    

    
      The medicine was applied correctly.
    

    
      "Pfft… It’s a joke, a joke! Did you really think I’d ask you to kill Lutus right now?"
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      "Ha, that’s hilarious. Why so serious?"
    

    
      She was wiping tears from her eyes now.  
    

    
      The topic was heavy, so of course I was serious. 
    

    
      Was she missing a screw in her head or what?
    

    
      "I’m definitely after the Bishop, but not yet. I need to be sure, you know?"
    

    
      I immediately understood what she meant by "sure."
    

    
      "You’re saying you want to test me?"
    

    
      "Exactly. If I entrust this to you and you fail, I’m screwed. I can’t waste a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity like that. When I’m certain of you, 
      then
       I’ll make the request."
    

    
      "…"
    

    
      "The reason I’m telling you now is so you don’t misunderstand my intentions."
    

    
      As she spoke, she suddenly brought her face close to my skull mask.  
    

    
      The fresh scent of grass and the sound of her heartbeat filled the air.
    

    
      In that narrow alley where we hid, bathed in moonlight, time seemed to stop.
    

    
      Thump, thump…
    

    
      The silence, which felt like it would last forever, was broken by the sound of her heartbeat in my ears.  
    

    
      It was unusually loud.  
    

    
      And it grew louder still.  
    

    
      Until she pulled away from me.  
    

    
      As she stepped back, she wore a faintly sad smile.
    

    
      "…As expected, it doesn’t work."
    

    
      I replied calmly.
    

    
      "I’m completely immune to seduction."
    

    
      Wearing the 
      Star’s Blessing
      , I’m in a perpetual state of sage-like clarity, 24/7, 365 days a year.  
    

    
      No ordinary temptation could sway me.
    

    
      "So, was that part of your test too?"
    

    
      "Nope. I already tried that when we first met. During the Ged rescue mission. I had my eye on you back then. This time, I just did it for fun."
    

    
      Rachel stood up abruptly.
    

    
      "I’ll be watching you. Prove yourself to me."
    

    
      "What if I use this to blackmail you instead?"
    

    
      "Heh. Then I misjudged you."
    

    
      That answer was enough.
    

    
      "Oh, and the info I have? It’s top-tier stuff. Stuff you definitely don’t know. I guarantee you won’t regret it."
    

    
      With that, she added, "I’ll come back to see you."  
    

    
      Without hesitation, Rachel kicked off the ground and vanished into the moonlight.  
    

    
      The lingering scent remained in the alley.  
    

    
      I stared blankly at the sky where she disappeared, muttering under my breath.
    

    
      "So that’s why you helped me."
    

    
      Her inexplicable actions up until now finally made sense.  
    

    
      But that didn’t mean I trusted her words at face value.  
    

    
      It was just… curiosity.
    

    
      "Top-tier info, huh?"
    

    
      If she’s that confident, there must be something to it.
    

    
       
    

    
      I pondered how to use her, then shook my head with a wry smile.
    

    
      "Forget it. She’s doomed anyway."
    

    
      Rachel.
    

    
      In the near future, she’d cause the 
      Nightmare
      , with the seed of the demon Lilith sleeping within her.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      If you ask people what the 
      Obelisk
       is, most would point to the guardian pillar floating in the sky. 
    

    
       
    

    
      But the 
      Obelisk
       isn’t a single entity—it’s the name of a network comprising two facilities: the guardian pillar in the sky and the control room that operates it.  
    

    
      Thus, there are two ways to neutralize the 
      Obelisk
      :
    

    
      1. Destroy the guardian pillar directly by firing a 
      Protector
       at the site of a 
      Mana Freeze
      .  
    

    
      2. Destroy the control system in the control room that operates the guardian pillar.
    

    
      I chose the second option.  
    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    
      "It’s easier."
    

    
      The guardian pillar is currently floating high in the sky.  
    

    
      Sure, with enough determination, there are ways to reach it, but being up in the open sky leaves you vulnerable.  
    

    
      The control room, on the other hand, is in the 
      Research Wing
       of the 
      Academy
      .  
    

    
      Yes, the 
      Research Wing
      .  
    

    
      The place I’ve already infiltrated twice.
    

    
      To me, it’s as familiar as the back of my hand.  
    

    
      Even Dayle was allowed to infiltrate it, so for someone like me who prioritizes safety, infiltrating the control room was obviously the easier strategy compared to the guardian pillar.
    

    
      And so, I arrived at the 
      Research Wing
      .  
    

    
      Perched atop a tree, I gazed at the research buildings beyond the stone wall.  
    

    
      Several buildings stood like stacked bricks.  
    

    
      Despite the late hour, more were lit than dark.  
    

    
      Some were even operational at this early hour, glowing with light.  
    

    
      To my right was the 
      Magitech Research Institute
      , and to my left, the 
      Artifact Research Institute
      .  
    

    
      I moved to the right.
    

    
      "As expected of the 
      Academy
      ."
    

    
      I could feel the tightened security.  
    

    
      Even at a glance, scanners made of magical resonance were being cast around the stone wall every 10 seconds.  
    

    
      The system was designed to sound an alarm if any physical or magical attempt was detected.  
    

    
      So, I drew my dagger.
    

    
      "The 
      Academy
       isn’t the only thing that’s been upgraded."
    

    
      The days of sneaking through a doggy door while dodging the guards’ eyes were long gone.  
    

    
      After confirming with 
      Detection
       that no one was beyond the wall, I threw my dagger over the stone wall, timing it perfectly as the scanner faded.  
    

    
      Using 
      Telekinesis
      , I manipulated the dagger, which had been flying straight, to suddenly turn at a right angle and plunge into the ground.
    

    
      Thud!
    

    
      The sound of the dagger embedding into the ground echoed.  
    

    
      I used 
      Dagger Shift
      .
    

    
      The entire process took just two seconds.  
    

    
      The magical resonance scanner was impressive security tech, but my skills were a cut above.
    

    
      I deliberately crossed the stone wall behind the 
      Magitech Research Institute
      .  
    

    
      As I looked up, the back entrance to the research institute was right in front of me.  
    

    
      Perhaps because someone was inside, the door was unlocked.
    

    
      …*Click!*
    

    
      Inside the research institute, it was even darker than outside, but the darker it was, the freer I felt.  
    

    
      I moved through the corridors without a sound.  
    

    
      The control room was on the top floor, the sixth.  
    

    
      As I climbed the stairs, the faint vibrations I’d felt grew stronger.
    

    
      Hummm—
    

    
      Occasionally, snippets of conversation reached my ears.  
    

    
      Researchers, perhaps.  
    

    
      Or maybe guards stationed on the same floor.  
    

    
      Finally, I reached the sixth floor.  
    

    
      At the end of the corridor was the control room.  
    

    
      But guarding it was an 
      Engineering Puppet
       patrolling back and forth.  
    

    
      The puppet assumed an attack stance upon spotting me, but my dagger, already slicing through the air, shattered its 
      Mana Stone
      .
    

    
      Crack!
    

    
      Not stopping there, I raised 
      Raven
       to the side.  
    

    
      A guard, who had rushed toward me with his sword drawn, was already swinging at me.
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      "Damn it! Intruder—!"
    

    
      The guard, attempting to shout after his surprise attack failed, was knocked out cold by my fist.  
    

    
      A standard guard unit consists of one leader and two members.  
    

    
      He was the leader.  
    

    
      One member was behind me, and the other was running toward the control room.
    

    
      "You bastard! How dare you attack the leader!"
    

    
      I easily dodged and swung 
      Raven
      .  
    

    
      Not as a sword, but as a staff.
    

    
      Thwack!
    

    
      A blow to the head knocked him out.  
    

    
      At the same time, I shifted to the dagger I’d thrown at the 
      Engineering Puppet
      .  
    

    
      Now, the remaining guard running toward the control room was right in front of me.  
    

    
      He looked at me as if he’d seen a ghost.
    

    
      "…Why are you here?"
    

    
      My fist answered for me.
    

    
      Thud!
    

    
      As I dealt with them all and turned the control room’s doorknob—
    

    
      Weeeeng—!
    

    
      The alarm system went off.  
    

    
      The researchers inside must have heard the commotion and triggered it.
    

    
      "Hm. I tried to keep things quiet."
    

    
      No matter.  
    

    
      I always have a Plan B ready.  
    

    
      Nonchalantly, I grabbed the doorknob.  
    

    
      It was locked, so I drew 
      Raven
       and swung with both hands.  
    

    
      From top to bottom.  
    

    
      A simple but devastating strike from the 
      Lion Sword
       technique cleaved the thick iron door in half.
    

    
      "Eek!"
    

    
      "The door…?"
    

    
      Two researchers stared at me, eyes filled with fear.
    

    
      "Relax. Just a thief."
    

    
      "A t-thief!"
    

    
      "I said relax."
    

    
      I left the fleeing researchers alone and walked forward confidently.  
    

    
      The control room was filled with incomprehensible devices, but among them were some painted in bright, conspicuous colors.  
    

    
      They looked important—large, colorful, and heavily connected.  
    

    
      I pulled a scroll from my pocket and attached it to one.  
    

    
      As I infused it with mana, the scroll began to glow a vivid red.  
    

    
      Then, I bolted.
    

    
      I made it out of the research institute.  
    

    
      Waiting for me was a cordon of guards.  
    

    
      The lead guard drew his sword and shouted.
    

    
      "Don’t resist and surren—"
    

    
      He didn’t finish.
    

    
      BOOM!
    

    
      A deafening explosion sent flames surging in all directions.  
    

    
      As debris rained down, the guards instinctively stepped back.
    

    
      "Don’t panic! Hold your positions!"
    

    
      Sure, hold your positions.  
    

    
      I’m out.
    

    
      Phase Shift
    

    
      The blaring noise and acrid smell vanished instantly.  
    

    
      Silence, the scent of grass, and the occasional chirping of crickets.  
    

    
      I’d moved to a rest area not far from the research institute.
    

    
      "Phew."
    

    
      I quickly unsummoned 
      Sylph
      , who was likely surrounded by the guards in my place, and removed my mask.  
    

    
      I changed back into my 
      Academy
       uniform and headed for the dorms.
    

    
      ‘Another job done.’
    

    
      I could see the 
      Obelisk
       floating above the main building losing its glow.  
    

    
      And the dormitory area looked unusually chaotic.
    

    
      "Hm?"
    

    
      I stopped in my tracks.  
    

    
      For some reason, cadets who’d just woken up were all outside.
    

    
      ‘What’s going on?’
    

    
      The atmosphere felt tense.  
    

    
      It could be due to the commotion at the 
      Research Wing
      , but too many cadets were out for that to be the only reason.  
    

    
      This was a first.  
    

    
      The bigger problem was that they were blocking the entrance to the dormitory I needed to enter.
    

    
      ‘No way I’m getting in that way.’
    

    
      Looks like I’d have to rely on 
      Sylph
       again.
    

    
      ‘First, I need to assess the situation.’
    

    
      I sharpened my hearing.
    

    
      "For real?"
    

    
      "I’m telling you! I saw it! They definitely went to Building B. A thief!"
    

    
      What’s that about?  
    

    
      A thief?  
    

    
      Thinking I misheard, I heightened my senses further.
    

    
      "But isn’t the thief at the 
      Research Wing
       right now?"
    

    
      "Like a thief works alone? They’ve got accomplices, you idiot! Anyway, let’s split up and search!"
    

    
      "Alright! Let’s protect the dorms!"
    

    
      "What are you waiting for? They went to Building B! Tell the dorm supervisor too!"
    

    
      I was stunned.  
    

    
      A thief?
    

    
      ‘I’m right here.’
    

    
      Another guy like Dayle? No way.  
    

    
      But the situation was clearly unusual.  
    

    
      I quickly summoned 
      Sylph
       to transport me to my room and used 
      Phase Shift
       again.
    

    
      The familiar sight of my room.  
    

    
      Or not.
    

    
      Click! Click!
    

    
      This was 
      not
       familiar.
    

    
      Bang! Bang!
    

    
      Someone was trying to get into my room.  
    

    
      Knocking on the door, frantically turning the doorknob.  
    

    
      My mind instantly recalled the cadets’ conversation.
    

    
      ‘Is the guy out there the thief they saw?’
    

    
      I prepared for anything.  
    

    
      No matter who was outside or what kind of ambush awaited, I was ready to handle it without flinching.
    

    
      In a way, this was an opportunity.  
    

    
      I could catch this thief myself.
    

    
      With everything perfectly in place, I opened the door.
    

    
      Bang!
    

    
      And I was absolutely shocked.
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      The confrontation with Gerard fizzled out due to the sudden appearance of a thief, but Karina still hadn't shaken her suspicions about him.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rumors were circulating that the Adventurer’s Guild, Bandarok, was the force scheming against the Academy.  
    

    
      But Karina remained unshaken.
    

    
      ‘It’s definitely Gerard. It’s gotta be him.’
    

    
      At the showdown in the Lodge Café, I had lost.  
    

    
      But I still trusted my deductions.
    

    
      I had been studying thieves.  
    

    
      More precisely, about Shadow.  
    

    
      The Zain family had countless records on them, and Zairo Zain’s journal was just a fraction of it.  
    

    
      Shadow’s methods were cunning and professional.
    

    
      ‘They’re not the kind of idiots who’d reveal themselves in broad daylight and get caught.’
    

    
      So, the thief who appeared that day couldn’t have been from Shadow.
    

    
      ‘One of Gerard’s lackeys, then? He must’ve sent a signal for help because I cornered him.’
    

    
      I saw the entire situation as something Gerard had orchestrated.
    

    
      Yes. 
    

    
       
    

    
      Right now, all my nerves were fixated on one person—Gerard.  
    

    
      Every sense was directed at him, every moment of my daily life revolved around him.  
    

    
      In short, my brain was completely consumed by the existence of “Gerard.”
    

    
      Even when a crow cawed in the sky, it was related to Gerard. 
    

    
      When the old janitor, who always showed up, suddenly took sick leave, it was Gerard’s doing.  
    

    
      The “Everything is Gerard” theory.  
    

    
      Everything was because of him.
    

    
      Nothing else registered in my eyes.  
    

    
      When I closed my eyes to meditate, the image of the skull-masked thief beating me flashed in my mind.  
    

    
      The thief took off the mask.  
    

    
      And there, Gerard was sneering at me.
    

    
      ‘Can’t catch me, can you? Idiot.’
    

    
      Grit
      I ground my teeth.  
    

    
      The “Eye of Truth” was on hold.  
    

    
      I hated to admit it, but Gerard had seen through my weaknesses all too clearly.
    

    
      [What do you think would happen if I tipped off that reporter about this? It’d be quite the show. How about a headline like… “Zain Family’s Daughter Accuses Honorary Merit Medal Recipient of Being a Thief”?]
    

    
      The Eye of Truth was reliable, but using it came with great risk. 
    

    
       
    

    
      Of course, I was certain Gerard was the thief.  
    

    
      Absolutely.  
    

    
      I was 
      sure
       of it.
    

    
      ‘But his brazen attitude keeps nagging at me.’
    

    
      His voice, his tone, his gaze—everything about how he dared me to use the Eye of Truth without flinching made me hesitate.  
    

    
      In the end, there was only one way.
    

    
      ‘Evidence.’
    

    
      Proof that he was the thief.  
    

    
      The skull mask, for instance.
    

    
      ‘Or catching him in the act would work too.’
    

    
      Like right now.  
    

    
      In the dead of night, when everyone was asleep.  
    

    
      I crouched in the bushes, watching the men’s dormitory.
    

    
      Specifically, the window of Gerard’s room.  
    

    
      An hour had passed since I started waiting, motionless, but my eyes still burned with fiery determination.  
    

    
      I didn’t doubt for a second that Gerard, wearing the skull mask, would soon open that window and slip out.
    

    
      ‘Something’s definitely changed.’
    

    
      Lately, Gerard seemed different.
    

    
       
    

    
      He couldn’t focus in class, often zoning out.  
    

    
      He wasn’t sticking to Yuria like usual and was wandering alone to strange places.
    

    
      ‘But when I followed him, he wasn’t there.’
    

    
      Gerard had definitely changed.
    

    
       
    

    
      The turning point was the fall of the Bandarok Guild.  
    

    
      According to my reasoning, these changes were a sign that he was preparing for a job.
    

    
      ‘Tonight’s the night.’
    

    
      My instincts were screaming it.
    

    
       
    

    
      And then—
    

    
      Weeee—!
    

    
      An alarm blared.  
    

    
      It came from the direction of the Research Wing.  
    

    
      A red glow shot up alongside the alarm, signaling an intruder.
    

    
      “A thief?”
    

    
      Muttering, I glanced back at the men’s dormitory.  
    

    
      My eyes widened.
    

    
      “…He didn’t turn on the light?”
    

    
      As the alarm and red glow woke the dormitory, lights flicked on all at once.  
    

    
      But Gerard’s room stayed dark.  
    

    
      As if… no one was inside.
    

    
      ‘The Gerard we know would’ve turned on the light and rushed out first.’
    

    
      That meant Gerard wasn’t in the dormitory right now—he was outside.  
    

    
      Where?  
    

    
      I looked toward the chaotic Research Wing.  
    

    
      A thrill of excitement shook my body.
    

    
      “As expected! That guy’s the thief!”
    

    
      All the signs pointed to him being the thief.  
    

    
      All that was left was to confirm whether he was really in his room or not.
    

    
      ‘Of course he’s not there! But I need to make sure.’
    

    
      There was a problem, though.  
    

    
      The place I needed to check was the men’s dormitory.  
    

    
      Just as the women’s dormitory was off-limits to men, the men’s was the same.
    

    
      ‘If it were anywhere else, I’d barge in without a second thought.’
    

    
      Getting caught would be beyond humiliating.  
    

    
      Breaking the rules.  
    

    
      A scandal like that would drag the Zain family’s honor—and my reputation—into the gutter.
    

    
      ‘No, who cares? I’m going in to catch a thief! If Gerard’s not there, it doesn’t matter if I get caught, right?’
    

    
      In fact, I’d be justified. 
    

    
       
    

    
      Catching a thief despite risking my family’s honor.
    

    
      ‘And if I don’t do it now, I won’t get another chance.’
    

    
      I sprang up and ran toward the men’s dormitory.
    

    
      Tap tap tap!
    

    
      Luckily, I didn’t run into anyone.
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      Actually, one cadet had glimpsed my silhouette entering the men’s dormitory.  
    

    
      But I was too fixated on catching Gerard to notice.
    

    
      Even if I had, I wouldn’t have stopped.  
    

    
      My mind was filled with nothing but Gerard.
    

    
      At this point, there was no turning back.  
    

    
      Gerard 
      had
       to be absent from his room.  
    

    
      Gerard 
      had
       to be the thief.
    

    
      I passed through the main entrance and climbed the stairs.  
    

    
      Soon, I stood before Gerard’s room.  
    

    
      I grabbed the doorknob and turned, but it was locked.
    

    
      Clunk!
    

    
      I pulled out my staff and swung it.
    

    
      Bang! Bang!
    

    
      The doorknob was sturdier than I expected—it wouldn’t budge.
    

    
      ‘Am I an idiot? Why am I trying to force it open?’
    

    
      Common sense had long since left me.  
    

    
      Breaking into the men’s dormitory was proof of that.
    

    
      I gathered my mana.  
    

    
      I wanted to blast the door to pieces with my specialty, a fireball, but I held back.  
    

    
      Instead, I chose a spell: [Explosive Will].  
    

    
      Self-named, the “Karina Punch.”
    

    
      Ziiing—
    

    
      The power of exploding flames gathered in my fist.  
    

    
      Good. Muttering to myself, I swung my fist at the door.  
    

    
      At that moment—
    

    
      Click!
    

    
      The door opened.
    

    
      “…!”
    

    
      Time seemed to slow down.  
    

    
      My wide eyes met Gerard’s face.
    

    
      ‘How…?’
    

    
      Whatever the case, I needed to cancel the spell immediately.  
    

    
      But the Karina Punch was already inches from his chest.  
    

    
      The best I could do was twist my body to divert the punch to the side.
    

    
      “Ugh!”
    

    
      Luckily, the punch only grazed Gerard.  
    

    
      But the cost was embarrassing.  
    

    
      The momentum from swinging made me lose my balance.
    

    
      Thud.
    

    
      Thankfully, Gerard caught me…
    

    
      “….”  
    

    
      “Haa.”
    

    
      A low breath above my head.  
    

    
      It was clearly an exasperated sigh.  
    

    
      Then—
    

    
      “…What are you doing?”
    

    
      My eyebrows twitched.  
    

    
      His indifferent red eyes were looking down at me.
    

    
      “What are you doing, I said.”
    

    
      At his question, for some reason, my mouth froze, and I couldn’t respond.
    

    
      “….”
    

    
      It was strange.
    

    
       
    

    
      Why was I acting like this?  
    

    
      Sure, we were a bit close, but it wasn’t an unusual situation.  
    

    
      It was the same as always.  
    

    
      We were facing each other, and Gerard’s gaze looking down at me was as dry as ever.
    

    
      Was it the height difference?  
    

    
      Maybe because I didn’t wear my high-heeled boots to hide in the bushes?
    

    
      No, that wasn’t it.  
    

    
      His dry gaze felt colder than usual.
    

    
      It was like a knife cutting into my chest.  
    

    
      And Gerard seemed much larger, taller.  
    

    
      My eyes kept drifting downward, and my face inexplicably grew hot.
    

    
      I didn’t realize this was due to “shame.”  
    

    
      All I could do was let out a meaningless “Ah” and turn to escape the situation.  
    

    
      But then—
    

    
      Grab!
    

    
      Gerard seized my wrist.  
    

    
      I flinched, but his strength had already pulled me into the room.
    

    
      “What do you think you’re—!”  
    

    
      “Shut up.”
    

    
      Gerard snatched the staff from my hand and slid it under the bed.  
    

    
      With his foot.  
    

    
      I saw it but couldn’t get angry.  
    

    
      Because my body was suddenly lifted and placed on the bed.  
    

    
      Immediately after, a large blanket was thrown over me.
    

    
      “Cadet Gerard?”
    

    
      A third voice spoke just as the blanket covered me.  
    

    
      Realizing who it was, I stopped moving and breathing altogether.
    

    
      The dormitory supervisor, Rubinus Elasdin.
    

    
      If I was caught here, the consequences were unimaginable.  
    

    
      Breaking the rules and causing a scandal were no longer the issue.  
    

    
      Rumors might spread that the honorable Zain family’s daughter was sneaking into a senior’s dorm for a secret rendezvous.  
    

    
      The impact that would have on my future…
    

    
      ‘I have to stop this.’
    

    
      But… who would?  
    

    
      I focused all my senses on what was happening outside the blanket.  
    

    
      Ironically… the only person I could rely on now was Gerard.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      ‘Idiot.’
    

    
      Gerard cursed inwardly.  
    

    
      Bringing the dorm supervisor here, of all people.  
    

    
      Sure, she probably made this mistake in her rush to get here, but that just made her even more foolish and clumsy—someone who’d fail a thief’s interview on the spot.
    

    
      ‘If Karina gets caught here, we’re both screwed.’
    

    
      To an outsider, this scene screamed “secret rendezvous.”  
    

    
      A junior breaking the rules to sneak into a senior’s dorm.  
    

    
      And those two were none other than Gerard and Karina Zain.
    

    
      Karina’s situation was obvious, but this was something Gerard wanted to avoid too.  
    

    
      Because he 
      was
       a thief.
    

    
      The Zain family was a house of “evil eradication.”  
    

    
      Getting tangled with them offered no benefits whatsoever.  
    

    
      The two-timing rumors had been suppressed by Baron’s efforts, but if a scandal broke, those rumors would resurface too.
    

    
      ‘And then the Zain family would start paying attention to me.’
    

    
      Even for Gerard, unwanted scrutiny from the Zain family was a burden.  
    

    
      Not for Karina’s sake, but for his own, he had to prevent this situation from getting out.
    

    
      “Didn’t sleep, Gerard?”  
    

    
      “I was sleeping but just woke up.”  
    

    
      “Hm. Really? Didn’t mean to wake you, sorry. Mind if I take a look around?”
    

    
      You’re already intruding.  
    

    
      Hiding his true thoughts, Gerard smiled casually and nodded.
    

    
      “It’s about a suspicious person who reportedly entered this building.”  
    

    
      “Is that so?”  
    

    
      “Haven’t seen anything?”
    

    
      Gerard shook his head.
    

    
      “Nope. Like I said, I was sleeping and just woke up.”  
    

    
      “Hmm. Right.”
    

    
      Nodding, Supervisor Rubinus stepped further into the room.  
    

    
      Looking around, he spoke.
    

    
      “As you know, this dormitory is mostly empty right now, except for your room, Cadet Gerard.”
    

    
      Building C was for third-years only.  
    

    
      And currently, all third-years except Gerard, who was taking first-year classes, were away on off-campus activities.
    

    
      “I’ve been checking from the ground floor up, but I haven’t found this suspicious person.”  
    

    
      “What about the upper floors?”  
    

    
      “The upper floors…”
    

    
      Click.
       The door opened, and cadets entered.  
    

    
      Second-years who had seen Karina.
    

    
      “Just checked all the upper floors, sir! No one’s there!”  
    

    
      “…So they say.”
    

    
      Gerard replied calmly.
    

    
      “I wouldn’t know.”  
    

    
      “Of course, since you were sleeping.”
    

    
      Rubinus opened the wardrobe.  
    

    
      With a creak, it revealed nothing but Gerard’s clothes.
    

    
      “…I’m not so dull that I’d miss someone sneaking in while I was asleep.”
    

    
      Rubinus closed the wardrobe.
    

    
      “What, are you hiding someone on purpose?”  
    

    
      “Me?”  
    

    
      “Haha. Just kidding.”
    

    
      Rubinus turned and stared at Gerard.  
    

    
      Then he walked toward the bed.
    

    
      “Our Cadet Gerard, recipient of the Honorary Merit Medal, wouldn’t hide a suspicious person.”  
    

    
      “Thanks for the high praise.”  
    

    
      “But.”
    

    
      Rubinus’s eyes drifted to the bed.
    

    
      “For someone who just woke up, your blanket looks a bit odd.”  
    

    
      “….”  
    

    
      “Just saying.”
    

    
      Rubinus smirked, patted Gerard’s shoulder twice, and left with the cadets, closing the door.
    

    
      “Haa…”
    

    
      Gerard frowned, looking at the bed.
    

    
      Meanwhile, inside the blanket, I clutched my head, screaming silently.  
    

    
      Rubinus was gone, but I couldn’t bring myself to leave the blanket.  
    

    
      No matter how brazen, prideful, or headstrong I was, I was still human.  
    

    
      I could feel embarrassment and shame.
    

    
      The plan was simple.  
    

    
      Quick escape.
    

    
      But it fell apart from the start.  
    

    
      I tried to grab my staff and flee, but Gerard caught me all too easily.
    

    
      “What are you doing?”  
    

    
      “….”  
    

    
      “Why are you here? You seriously think I’m a thief? Huh?”
    

    
      Even someone as shameless as me had no words in this situation.  
    

    
      I avoided Gerard’s eyes.  
    

    
      In truth, I hadn’t been able to meet his gaze properly since I entered.  
    

    
      Gerard sighed and ran a hand through his hair.
    

    
      “Tch. Just go. We’ll talk later.”
    

    
      I turned to leave.
    

    
      “Wait.”  
    

    
      “….”  
    

    
      “Come to the Blue Dragon Hall the day after tomorrow after class. If you don’t, prepare for your life to be over. Got it?”
    

    
      I didn’t respond.  
    

    
      I just hesitated, then fled his room like I was escaping.
    

    
      Gerard didn’t expect an answer.  
    

    
      He knew I had no choice but to show up.
    

    
      “She won’t listen to words, so I’ll have to give her what she wants.”
    

    
      A warning alone wasn’t enough—Karina had crossed too many lines today.
    

    
      Yes.  
    

    
      As Luis had advised, I should’ve done this from the start.
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      ---
    

    
      The next day, I went straight to Lunatic.
    

    
      "What's the matter, Master?"
    

    
      Luis, who was working on some documents, took off his glasses and stood up abruptly.
    

    
      "I was going to report on the completion of the request tomorrow."
    

    
      "Report now."
    

    
      "We received the promised 10 gold from the cult, plus an additional 4 gold, making a total of 14 gold. They said it’s great that the job was done quickly, but they asked if we’re overdoing it."
    

    
      "No way. Gotta earn money."
    

    
      Luis stared at me intently.
    

    
      "If it’s because of Dayle, you don’t have to do this."
    

    
      "It’s not just because of him."
    

    
      Sure, Dayle was part of it, but money was something you could never have too much of. 
    

    
      When a crisis hits in the future, having money would widen the range of solutions I could choose from. 
    

    
      Besides, we couldn’t rely on the cult’s requests forever. 
    

    
      The guild needed to expand bit by bit, and I had to keep independence in mind. 
    

    
      I was simply preparing for a farther future starting now.
    

    
      "If the Master says so, I won’t argue further on this matter."
    

    
      "Good. Where’s Dayle? In the liquor storage?"
    

    
      "Yes, but did you come here because of Dayle?"
    

    
      "I’ve got a favor to ask him."
    

    
      "A favor…?"
    

    
      Luis tilted his head.
    

    
      "I’ll explain on the way down."
    

    
      As we headed to the liquor storage, I told him about what happened at dawn. 
    

    
      Luis nodded.
    

    
      "That was a good call. A noble’s daughter, especially someone like Karina Zain who’s been pampered her whole life, needs to be knocked down a peg or two."
    

    
      "You’re right. But, Luis, are you pissed off?"
    

    
      His tone was unusually sharp for Luis.
    

    
      "Isn’t that obvious? How could I feel good when she keeps interfering with our operations? And it’s none other than the Zain Ducal Family."
    

    
      Luis’s expression had turned icy.
    

    
      "They are our enemies."
    

    
      Right. 
    

    
      I’d forgotten. 
    

    
      The Magic Corps’ Evil Eradication Unit, composed solely of the Zain bloodline, were the ones who stood at the forefront during the Fall of the Moon, burning our Shadow to ashes.
    

    
      ‘Come to think of it, Zairo Zain. I forgot about that guy.’
    

    
      With my current lack of power and influence, the two people I wanted to avoid most were the Zain Duke and that man.
    

    
      "Hey, Boss? What’s up this time?"
    

    
      At that moment, Dayle looked up and acknowledged me. His table was littered with unidentifiable machine parts and junk, and the mess had spread so much that it was hard to tell if this was his workshop or the liquor storage anymore.
    

    
      "Let’s sit down for a bit."
    

    
      "I’m already sitting."
    

    
      "Not you, me. Get me a chair to sit on. Wanna get hit?"
    

    
      Heh heh, Dayle chuckled and quickly pulled a chair over for me.
    

    
      As soon as I sat down, I got straight to the point.
    

    
      "I’ve got a favor to ask you."
    

    
      "A favor?"
    

    
      Dayle tilted his head, but his eyes sparkled for a moment.
    

    
      "Finally. Am I getting a mission?"
    

    
      "No. You need to master lesser thievery first."
    

    
      At Luis’s jab, Dayle made a sulky face.
    

    
      "I want to, but I’ve got to finish making this first."
    

    
      "Isn’t that the same thing you were working on last time? You still haven’t finished it? What the hell are you making?"
    

    
      "It’s a secret. Telling you now would ruin the fun. Heh heh."
    

    
      His goofy grin, like he was the only one in on the joke, made my fist clench instinctively.
    

    
      "You’ll be shocked when you see it."
    

    
      "If I’m not shocked, can I hit you?"
    

    
      "Uh, well, that’s…"
    

    
      Dayle, who had been grinning, suddenly got serious and waved his hands.
    

    
      "Alright, alright. Anyway, the favor I have is for you to make something."
    

    
      "Make something? Like a magitech tool?"
    

    
      "Yeah. It’s not complicated."
    

    
      When I explained ‘it’ to him, Dayle frowned.
    

    
      "But you can just buy that. Why ask me to make it… I’ll make it. Haha. Luckily, I’ve got all the materials ready. I can do it right now. So, you want it done?"
    

    
      Seeing Luis reaching for the sword at his waist, Dayle instantly changed his attitude. 
    

    
      Hmm. 
    

    
      His quick wit and adaptability were, as always, impressive. 
    

    
      Just now, Luis was dead serious, you know.
    

    
      "I need it for tomorrow, so get it done now."
    

    
      "Heh heh. Leave it to me, Boss. It’s just a matter of engraving the spell, so it’ll be quick."
    

    
      Time passed like a speeding bullet.
    

    
      The next day, after attending all my lectures, I headed to Blue Dragon Hall to settle things with Karina. 
    

    
      Blue Dragon Hall, Room 401. 
    

    
      Karina was already there, in a place where no one else would come.
    

    
      "Making a lady wait. You really have no manners."
    

    
      The moment I heard her first words, I realized something was off.
    

    
      ‘What’s this? Does her brain reset after sleeping?’
    

    
      …Maybe. 
    

    
      The events of yesterday’s dawn must have been a nightmare for Karina. 
    

    
      The human brain does have a defense mechanism that erases memories to protect itself from severe mental shock—yeah, right. 
    

    
      This kid was just plain crazy.
    

    
      "If you’re late, shouldn’t you at least offer an excuse?"
    

    
      I stared at her blankly before answering.
    

    
      "I was eating."
    

    
      "That’s it?"
    

    
      "Yeah."
    

    
      Ignoring Karina’s scoff, I asked,"Pretty satisfied, huh?"
    

    
      "What are you talking about?"
    

    
      "You got through the crisis, didn’t you?"
    

    
      Karina’s eyebrows twitched. 
    

    
      As expected, this sly girl was pretending not to know.
    

    
      "Got nothing to say to me?"
    

    
      "I don’t know what you’re getting at. Just tell me why you called me here."
    

    
      I let out a deep sigh. 
    

    
      I’d offered her my last bit of mercy, but she’d just kicked it away. 
    

    
      I activated the magitech tool I’d brought, making sure she didn’t notice.
    

    
      "You still think I’m a thief?"
    

    
      "Don’t you?"
    

    
      She knew I wasn’t. 
    

    
      The venom in her voice was much weaker than before.
    

    
      She just didn’t want to admit it. 
    

    
      Admitting it would mean acknowledging all the efforts she’d made, all the mistakes she’d made against me, and the humiliating dawn she never wanted to recall. 
    

    
      It would all be her fault.
    

    
      The lofty daughter of the ducal family had strong pride and that strong pride was now dragging her into the abyss.
    

    
      In many cases, what screws people over isn’t fate, money, friends, or family—it’s their own stubbornness. 
    

    
      Unable to let go of their pride, people often walk straight into their own graves.
    

    
      Would proud Karina be any different?
    

    
      ‘If anything, she’s worse.’
    

    
      If she really still thought I was a thief, she wouldn’t have come here alone.
    

    
      Anyway, it was time for some serious acting. 
    

    
      To teach her a lesson, it was time to set the stage.
    

    
      "You know that rumors about us dating almost spread, right?"
    

    
      "What, what did you say!?"
    

    
      "But I stopped it."
    

    
      Karina, startled, let out a sigh of relief, looking immensely grateful.
    

    
      "Phew. Good job."
    

    
      Then, as if a question occurred to her, she asked,"Wait. Why would you stop it?"
    

    
      "Why? Because I didn’t want it."
    

    
      "Didn’t want it? Dating me?"
    

    
      "Yeah."
    

    
      "Seriously. Shouldn’t you consider it an honor? Someone like you being linked with a daughter of the Zain family?"
    

    
      Wow, look at that overflowing self-esteem. 
    

    
      Her confidence was so solid it was almost a relief. 
    

    
      It made her easy to deal with. 
    

    
      I shook my head with a look of exasperation.
    

    
      "You’re really shameless, with not even a shred of guilt. Are all Zains like this?"
    

    
      Karina bristled.
    

    
      "Why are you bringing my family into this? You’re not thinking of insulting the Zain family, are you?"
    

    
      "Insulting? Am I the one insulting here?"
    

    
      Her mouth snapped shut at my counter. 
    

    
      Before the shock could wear off, I unleashed the full force of the energy I’d been gathering.
    

    
      "Get a grip, Karina Zain. You’re not a kid hiding behind your family anymore. You’re a full-fledged Academy cadet, and everything you say and do represents your family."
    

    
      "…!"
    

    
      "As your senior, I’ve done enough and endured enough. You should know what this is."
    

    
      I pulled a gem from my pocket. 
    

    
      The green-glowing gem was called the ‘Echo Stone.’ 
    

    
      It stored nearby sounds for a certain period, like a recorder in the modern world. 
    

    
      It was a magitech tool crafted by Dayle’s labor. 
    

    
      Recognizing it instantly, Karina’s eyes trembled as if an earthquake had hit.
    

    
      "Every conversation we’ve had is recorded here. Including all the sounds from that dawn in the dormitory."
    

    
      The last part was a lie. 
    

    
      But it didn’t matter.
    

    
      "I’m going to report this to Royal Dream."
    

    
      The potential fallout was already driving Karina out of her mind.
    

    
      "If, if you do that, you won’t get away unscathed either…"
    

    
      "True. But."
    

    
      I pointed at myself.
    

    
      "I’m a commoner."
    

    
      Then at her.
    

    
      "You’re the daughter of a grand ducal family renowned across the continent."
    

    
      "…"
    

    
      "Who has more to lose?"
    

    
      Karina’s body shook. 
    

    
      Her face flushed red, and I could hear her teeth grinding from the tension. 
    

    
      I looked at her leisurely, smiling.
    

    
      ‘I’ll have to remember that face whenever I’m feeling down.’
    

    
      Too bad there’s no camera. 
    

    
      I should definitely buy one later.
    

    
      On one hand, it was impressive. 
    

    
      If it were me, I’d have groveled the moment the Echo Stone came out. 
    

    
      Yet she still had the strength to hold her head high.
    

    
      ‘Or maybe she’s just brainless?’
    

    
      As I said before, what often screws people over is their own stubbornness.
    

    
      "I’m done talking, so I’m leaving."
    

    
      Having said my piece and finished the recording, I turned around.
    

    
      "Wa, wait!"
    

    
      Karina shouted from behind.
    

    
      "Senior Gerard? Hold on. Just wait a second!"
    

    
      Her pleading voice grew closer as she frantically tried to grab me.
    

    
      ‘Yeah, no.’
    

    
      No more mercy. 
    

    
      I shook her off and opened the lecture room door. 
    

    
      I planned to file an outing request and head straight to Royal Dream.
    

    
      "…"
    

    
      But the moment I saw the other side of the hallway, I had to close the door and step back into the lecture room.
    

    
      "Okay, good thinking. Just listen to me for a sec…"
    

    
      I turned quickly and covered Karina’s mouth.
    

    
      "…Mmph! Mmph?"
    

    
      "Shh."
    

    
      Was it because of the last incident? Or my recent threat? 
    

    
      Karina quietly followed my instructions. 
    

    
      Instead, she rolled her eyes, asking, ‘What? What’s going on?’
    

    
      Instead of answering, I pulled her along and hid under the desk at the far end of the lecture room.
    

    
      If I hadn’t mistaken it, the figures I saw in the hallway were Dark Clerics. 
    

    
      In this world, the only ones who wore black stealth outfits and carried pitch-black swords were those guys.
    

    
      ‘But why the hell are they here?’
    

    
      That’s when it happened.
    

    
      Drurrk!
    

    
      The door to the lecture room we were hiding in opened.
    

    
      Step, step.
    

    
      Three sets of footsteps entered the room. 
    

    
      Exactly the number I’d seen in the hallway.
    

    
      "Doesn’t look like anyone’s here either."
    

    
      "Huh? So the ones attending class on the second floor were it? In this huge building?"
    

    
      "What, disappointed?"
    

    
      "Damn right I’m disappointed. Shouldn’t we kill a few as an example?"
    

    
      Karina, nestled in my arms, flinched at the voice dripping with murderous intent.
    

    
      I signaled her to stay still again and focused on their conversation from beyond the desk.
    

    
      "Chuckle. Calm down, Keron. There’s plenty to kill downstairs, right?"
    

    
      "But we can’t kill them. They’re hostages. I want some guys to kill behind Sabo’s back. When else will we get a chance to kill these high-and-mighty Academy brats?"
    

    
      "True enough. Heh heh."
    

    
      From their conversation, I quickly pieced together the situation.
    

    
      First, these three were scouts. 
    

    
      There were more of their allies elsewhere.
    

    
      Second, those allies were probably on the second floor. 
    

    
      I knew there were classes there.
    

    
      Third, the cadets attending those classes were all their hostages.
    

    
      Fourth, their leader’s name was Sabo.
    

    
      ‘Sabo.’
    

    
      I vaguely recalled a High Cleric in the Death Council with that name.
    

    
      "Man, I had a hard time holding back from snapping necks earlier. Wonder what kind of moans these elite pricks make when they’re in pain."
    

    
      "Perverted bastard."
    

    
      "Kek kek!"
    

    
      That’s when it happened.
    

    
      Step, step.
    

    
      One of their footsteps started getting closer to the desk we were hiding under.
    

    

  
    Chapter 68: Chapter 68

    
      Chapter 68: Hostage Crisis (1)
    

    
      I wanted to use [Detection] to accurately gauge the number of enemies.
    

    
       
    

    
      But with Karina right below me, that was impossible.  
    

    
      The moment I moved my mana, her sharp senses would surely pick up on it.  
    

    
      Here, I had to be nothing more than a swordsmanship specialist.
    

    
      ‘Damn it.’
    

    
      With no other choice, I heightened my senses.  
    

    
      I could feel three presences. That was all.  
    

    
      But I couldn’t tell if there were more enemies beyond the corridor.
    

    
      Even now, the enemy was getting closer.  
    

    
      If this kept up, getting caught was only a matter of time.
    

    
      ‘What do I do?’
    

    
      My palms started to sweat coldly.
    

    
      The problem, as expected, was the hostage.  
    

    
      Taking down these guys wasn’t actually difficult.  
    

    
      I didn’t even need Karina; I could handle it alone.
    

    
      But.  
    

    
      If there’s a hostage, the situation changes.
    

    
      ‘If the main force on the second floor finds out these guys are down, the hostages won’t be safe.’
    

    
      But getting caught wasn’t an option either.
    

    
       
    

    
      Karina, standing next to me, kept jabbing me with her elbow.  
    

    
      Her glare seemed to ask, ‘Why are you hesitating instead of killing them all?’
    

    
      ‘Wait.’
    

    
      I deliberately put on an irritated expression and mouthed the word.
    

    
       
    

    
      Karina, seemingly annoyed herself, bit her lip but quieted down, probably because of the Echo Stone.  
    

    
      I suppressed her actions and racked my brain.  
    

    
      No matter how much I thought, there was only one best solution.
    

    
      ‘The only way is to take them out quickly so the main force on the second floor notices as late as possible.’
    

    
      In other words, we’d launch a preemptive strike.  
    

    
      If they spotted us, a fight would be inevitable, and the second floor would learn of our presence.  
    

    
      So, it was better to delay that moment as much as possible.
    

    
      ‘In the meantime, find a way to contact the outside and come up with a solution.’
    

    
      I whispered to Karina.
    

    
      ‘Get ready.’  
    

    
      ‘For what?’  
    

    
      ‘Magic. Your fastest, most powerful spell.’
    

    
      After that, I focused all my senses behind me.
    

    
      Step, step.
    

    
      When the sound of footsteps came right up behind us—
    

    
      “Keron.”  
    

    
      “Huh? What?”  
    

    
      “Sabo-sama is calling. He says if you’re done checking, come down.”  
    

    
      “Oh, really? I was getting sick of this. Let’s go down quick.”
    

    
      The footsteps quickly faded.  
    

    
      I let out a silent sigh of relief.
    

    
      ‘They had a signaling device.’
    

    
      If I’d launched a surprise attack, it would’ve been a disaster.  
    

    
      No matter how fast I took them out, I couldn’t be faster than a signal sent through a device.  
    

    
      Honestly, this was nothing short of pure luck.
    

    
      ‘No, damn it. After all the bad luck I’ve had, isn’t it about time I got lucky?’
    

    
      I crawled out from under the desk.
    

    
      “Why’d you let them go?”
    

    
      Karina, following me out, asked irritably.  
    

    
      I looked at her.  
    

    
      I was curious if she was serious.  
    

    
      And she looked dead serious.
    

    
      “Why didn’t you attack?”  
    

    
      “……”  
    

    
      “Now that I think about it, choosing this place as the meeting spot… Could it be?”
    

    
      Karina narrowed her eyes at me.  
    

    
      I looked at her and debated.  
    

    
      Main story or not, should I just kill her here?  
    

    
      This level of role-playing was borderline insanity.  
    

    
      It was like I, not even a real thief, had to act like one.
    

    
      “Sigh. Fine. I’m actually a thief. So just die.”  
    

    
      “I knew it…! My deduction was right.”  
    

    
      “Oh, you little…”
    

    
      Karina crossed her arms and smirked.
    

    
      “I was just kidding. Why’re you getting mad? Suspicious.”  
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      I decided to ignore her because I was losing my mind.  
    

    
      More importantly—
    

    
      ‘Was she always like this? How did I not notice during 
      Frey
      ?’
    

    
      Her genius talent aside, this was too much.
    

    
      The answer came quickly.  
    

    
      In 
      Frey
      The player character is clearly Ivan. 
    

    
       
    

    
      The entire story unfolds solely from Ivan’s perspective.
    

    
      And in that story, Ivan and Karina are 
      lovers
      .
    

    
      ‘Wait. So all those descriptions and portrayals were just Ivan’s rose-tinted glasses?’
    

    
      In other words, Ivan saw everything Karina did as adorable.  
    

    
      And I, the player, had believed it all.  
    

    
      I was momentarily shocked by this revelation.
    

    
      ‘How could I deal with that awful personality…’
    

    
      Even the most lovesick fool couldn’t compare.
    

    
      ‘Is this the power of love?’
    

    
      “Heroes really aren’t just anyone.”  
    

    
      “Huh? What’d you say?”  
    

    
      “Nothing. You don’t need to know.”  
    

    
      “Honestly, I’m not that curious.”
    

    
      Karina continued.
    

    
      “So. What’s the plan now?”  
    

    
      “Just wait.”
    

    
      In 
      Frey
      There are several random events.  
    

    
      The most notable is the Magical Beast Terror (all caused by me).
    

    
       
    

    
      The next is these unauthorized intrusions by dark clerics.  
    

    
      In a way, this is more dangerous than the beast terror since they’re human, with clear goals and intelligent movements.
    

    
      ‘This hostage situation is no different.’
    

    
      I didn’t yet know what they wanted.  
    

    
      It could be to tarnish the Academy’s reputation or sow chaos, or they might have other demands.  
    

    
      I needed to find out.
    

    
      ‘I heard the Darkness was acting suspiciously. Should’ve asked Rachel for more details.’
    

    
      Recalling my conversation with Rachel a few days ago, I cracked open the window.  
    

    
      It had been noisy outside for a while.
    

    
      As expected, Blue Dragon Hall was surrounded by a crowd.  
    

    
      Professors, guards, and cadets.  
    

    
      They were shouting at the hall but didn’t dare enter.
    

    
      “It’s a barrier, isn’t it?”
    

    
      Karina was right.  
    

    
      A barrier was currently surrounding Blue Dragon Hall.
    

    
      ‘They came well-prepared. This isn’t just a random event.’
    

    
      Of course, the professors could break it if they tried.  
    

    
      But the hostages were the problem.
    

    
      “They’ve been warned! If you try to break the barrier or show any signs of doing so, we’ll kill the hostages without mercy!”
    

    
      A shout erupted from below.  
    

    
      It was definitely the dark clerics on the second floor.
    

    
      “Those bastards…”
    

    
      Karina, fuming, looked ready to jump out the window.  
    

    
      Thankfully, she had enough sense not to.  
    

    
      ‘Pity.’
    

    
      We hid below the window.  
    

    
      No one—neither the dark clerics nor the crowd—could know we were here.
    

    
      ‘If they find out we’re here, they’ll try to contact us somehow.’
    

    
      And if that went wrong, it’d be over.
    

    
      “Fortunately, the hostages are still alive! If you want to keep them that way, you’d better meet our demands!”  
    

    
      “You’re saying you want to negotiate!?”  
    

    
      “Exactly! Heh heh heh!”
    

    
      I saw the Vice-Dean standing tall, having been summoned.  
    

    
      Beside him were Allen and Pirion, the two department heads.  
    

    
      And Baron, the head of student affairs, was there too.  
    

    
      They briefly exchanged words.
    

    
      “Our demand is simple! Meet it, and we promise to release all the hostages here!”
    

    
      I strained my ears.  
    

    
      Karina, holding her breath, focused on the voices too.  
    

    
      The Vice-Dean shouted.
    

    
      “State your demands!”  
    

    
      “Gerard! Bring us Cadet Gerard of the 888th class!”
    

    
      I closed the window and clutched my forehead.
    

    
      ‘Oh, crap. Why me again…?’
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      In an instant, Blue Dragon Hall became the eye of the storm.
    

    
      “Gerard! Bring us Cadet Gerard of the 888th class!”
    

    
      The Vice-Dean tilted his head at the hostage-takers’ demand.
    

    
      “Gerard? Why are they demanding him?”
    

    
      He looked around, but everyone just shook their heads.
    

    
      “That damn fool must’ve caused trouble again. A dropout causing harm to the Academy…”
    

    
      Allen Desico stomped his foot, seething.
    

    
      “Quiet, Allen. Nothing’s been confirmed yet. Don’t let personal feelings ruin this.”  
    

    
      “But what other reason could they have for demanding that guy?”  
    

    
      “There is one.”  
    

    
      “What?”  
    

    
      “If they’re connected to the Head Collector, it’s entirely possible.”
    

    
      The Head Collector was the alias of Cave, a slaughter-grade villain notorious for his gruesome murders.
    

    
      But a few days ago, he was killed.  
    

    
      By the hands of Gerard, the Academy’s dropout cadet.
    

    
      “Revenge?”  
    

    
      “That’s how it looks.”  
    

    
      “I didn’t know the Head Collector had such loyal allies.”  
    

    
      “That’s not the issue. The problem is what comes next.”
    

    
      Frustrated sighs echoed around.  
    

    
      Naturally, they couldn’t hand over Gerard to save the hostages.
    

    
      But if they didn’t meet the demands, many lives were at risk.  
    

    
      Especially since one of the hostages was the son of Marquis Wagner, a key figure in the Summoning School and the right-hand man of Duke Zain.
    

    
      ‘This is maddening.’
    

    
      The Vice-Dean clutched his throbbing head.
    

    
      “There’s no negotiating with villains. They’ll kill the hostages anyway.”
    

    
      Then, Baron, who had been quietly observing, spoke loudly.
    

    
      “Head of Student Affairs?”  
    

    
      “Even if they keep their promise to release the hostages, the moment we hand over Gerard, this Academy will become the laughingstock of the Empire. What kind of Academy can’t protect its cadets?”
    

    
      The Vice-Dean gave a bitter smile at Baron’s sharp words.  
    

    
      He was right on every point.  
    

    
      The Vice-Dean felt a brief pang of shame for even considering weighing the options.
    

    
      ‘You’re better than me. Now, what do we do?’
    

    
      The Vice-Dean cursed the absent Dean, Bell Toro, but his sharp mind was already calculating the best course based on all the circumstances.
    

    
      “Sir Valoma.” 
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes, Vice-Dean.”  
    

    
      “Have the guards and cadets pretend to retreat while surrounding Blue Dragon Hall tightly.”  
    

    
      “Understood.”  
    

    
      “Department heads, listen.”  
    

    
      “Yes.”  
    

    
      “Find a blind spot to break the barrier without being noticed. Move carefully.”  
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      After giving orders to the guard captain and department heads, the Vice-Dean looked at Baron.
    

    
      “Head of Student Affairs.”  
    

    
      “Yes.”  
    

    
      “Find Gerard.”
    

    
      Seeing Baron’s expression harden, the Vice-Dean smiled kindly.
    

    
      “Don’t worry. We’ll only draw their attention. The moment they try to exchange Gerard for the hostages, the department heads will infiltrate. You’ll go with them.”  
    

    
      “Oh.”
    

    
      Baron’s face brightened.  
    

    
      As he turned to find Gerard, the Vice-Dean understood why Gerard had earned the Honorary Merit Medal.
    

    
      ‘A good teacher produces good students.’
    

    
      But moments later, his smile shattered like a cracked frame.
    

    
      “…Gerard’s missing? What does that mean?”
    

    
      For the first time, the Vice-Dean, always composed in front of crowds, stammered.
    

    
      “As I said, Gerard isn’t on campus. He’s not in the dorms, and I checked the training hall he frequents, but he’s nowhere.” 
    

    
       
    

    
      “What about off-campus?”  
    

    
      “I checked with HR, but there’s no record of him leaving…”
    

    
      ‘This is unreal.’
    

    
      The Vice-Dean looked dazed.  
    

    
      He turned to Blue Dragon Hall.  
    

    
      On the second floor, a man with a sinister grin stared down at him, smiling brightly.
    

    
      “Taking too long, are we? Plotting something, I bet? Heh heh.”
    

    
      His smile widened.
    

    
      “No good. Ten minutes. You have ten minutes to bring Gerard, or we’ll start throwing hostage heads.”
    

    
      A ten-minute time attack.
    

    
      The Academy plunged into chaos at this unexpected turn.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Yuria ran.
    

    
      ‘Senior. Senior. Where are you, Senior?’
    

    
      Ten minutes had passed since Baron ordered her to find Gerard.  
    

    
      In truth, Yuria had been looking for him since the incident at Blue Dragon Hall began.  
    

    
      She was worried about him.  
    

    
      But she couldn’t find him anywhere.
    

    
      “Still no luck, Yuria?”  
    

    
      “Huff. No. Huff! I’m sorry!”  
    

    
      “Damn it.”
    

    
      Even Baron, always coolheaded, looked devastated.  
    

    
      It wasn’t just Yuria.  
    

    
      Many cadets were searching for Gerard under Baron’s orders, but their results were no different.
    

    
      “He’s not at the training hall!”  
    

    
      “I checked the lounge, but he’s not there!”  
    

    
      “I couldn’t find him either. Sob.”
    

    
      Baron felt desolate.  
    

    
      So did everyone else.
    

    
      Then, Luna Filler, Karina’s right-hand woman, cautiously spoke.
    

    
      “Um, I don’t know if I should say this, but… I haven’t seen Karina since earlier either.”
    

    
      Baron and Yuria turned to her simultaneously.
    

    
      “Really, Luna?”  
    

    
      “When did this start? Speak!”  
    

    
      “Well, right after the afternoon lecture…”
    

    
      Baron slapped his forehead.  
    

    
      That was the exact same time Gerard disappeared.
    

    
      What a coincidence.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      I didn’t know what was happening outside, but I instinctively felt it.
    

    
      Whatever happened, the outcome would be extreme.
    

    
      ‘Either I become a traitor or a hero.’
    

    
      One or the other.  
    

    
      And there was only one choice I could make.
    

    
      ‘Hero.’
    

    
      No question.  
    

    
      I, trapped in here, had to resolve this incident.
    

    

  
    Chapter 69: Chapter 69

    
      Chapter 69: Hostage Crisis (2)
    

    
      First, figuring out the scale and exact location of those bastards was the priority.  
    

    
      I picked up a piece of chalk and drew on the blackboard.  
    

    
      It was a rough sketch of the interior of Blue Dragon Hall.  
    

    
      Karina, who had sidled up next to me at some point, stared at it blankly.
    

    
      “You know, don’t you? We’re the only ones who can resolve this situation right now.”
    

    
      No response came.  
    

    
      I glanced at Karina.  
    

    
      She was looking at me with an unreadable gaze.
    

    
      “Why are you staring at me like that? Don’t tell me… you’re not thinking something ridiculous like I orchestrated this whole thing, including their demand for Gerard, are you?”
    

    
      Karina laughed with an incredulous expression.
    

    
      “Ha! Do you take me for a fool? I’m not 
      that
       stubborn, you know?”
    

    
      Huh?  
    

    
      She’s saying it’s not like that?
    

    
      “What’s with that look?”  
    

    
      “Uh, nothing. Anyway, we don’t have time, so pay attention.”
    

    
      Pointing at the blackboard, I explained the plan I’d just come up with.
    

    
      “Here’s the situation. Their main force is likely gathered on the second floor right now. Probably in Room 204, since that’s the Magic lecture hall. The 889th batch cadets held hostage are probably there too. There’ll be some enemies stationed on the first floor as well.”  
    

    
      “Why do you think there are enemies on the first floor?”  
    

    
      “Because that’s what I’d do. They’d place sentries there in case someone sneaks through the barrier.”
    

    
      Next, I drew X marks on the central and side staircases connecting the first and second floors.
    

    
      “So, we need to isolate the first floor from the second.”  
    

    
      “But if we don’t block them all at once, it’s pointless, right? And blocking them is a problem in itself.”  
    

    
      “No, we don’t block them. We destroy them. Simultaneously.”
    

    
      Karina furrowed her brow.
    

    
      “That’s impossible. I only have one body. I can’t destroy three places at the same time. I don’t know any magic like that either.”
    

    
      I smirked.  
    

    
      Her self-consciousness is something else.
    

    
      “Who said you have to do it?”  
    

    
      “Then do you have a way?”
    

    
      I pulled a scroll from my pocket.  
    

    
      It was the [Flame Explosion] scroll I’d gotten from Guartes.  
    

    
      Karina’s eyes widened.
    

    
      “No way, a scroll!? Why do 
      you
       have that?”  
    

    
      “What, I’m not allowed to have a scroll?”  
    

    
      “Well, it’s not that, but…”
    

    
      I cut her off.
    

    
      “First, you’ll sneak down to the second floor and use the scroll to blow up the side staircases. Then, take down the central staircase with your magic right after. That’ll make the bastards in the lecture hall spot you in the corridor and chase after you.”  
    

    
      “Probably.”  
    

    
      “All you need to do is buy time. Easy, right?”
    

    
      “Wait a second,” Karina interjected.  
    

    
      “What are 
      you
       going to do?”
    

    
      I was just about to tell her.
    

    
      “While you’re drawing their attention, I’m going to free the hostages.”
    

    
      While Karina distracts them,I’ll sneak into Room 204.  
    

    
      Through the window, where no one will be paying attention.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      At that moment, in the lecture hall of Room 204.
    

    
       
    

    
      A man sat cross-legged on the podium where a professor should have been.  
    

    
      His name was Sabo.  
    

    
      He was the mastermind behind this hostage crisis.
    

    
      The desks and podium inside the lecture hall had been completely cleared out.  
    

    
      In their place, twenty men and women were bound hand and foot.  
    

    
      They were the 889th batch Psychology Department cadets who had been attending a Magic lecture here.  
    

    
      Their appearance, kneeling in their dust-stained Academy uniforms, was pitiful.
    

    
      Trembling…  
    

    
      But they all quivered with rage.  
    

    
      It had been a perfectly planned ambush.  
    

    
      The moment the corridor windows shattered, a powdery substance burst out, searing their throats and blocking their airways in an instant.
    

    
      “What the… what’s happening… cough! Cough!”  
    

    
      “Cough!”
    

    
      They couldn’t even gather mana or chant spells.  
    

    
      The cadets collapsed on the floor in agony, and the merciless violence of the clerics rained down on them.
    

    
      Thud! Thwack!
    

    
      This was the result.  
    

    
      If it hadn’t been during lecture hours.
    

    
      If it hadn’t been for that damned powdery substance, they wouldn’t have been taken down so helplessly.
    

    
      “That’s what your faces are saying, huh? Pfft.”
    

    
      Sabo looked at them with gleeful eyes.  
    

    
      Meeting each cadet’s gaze without flinching, he gave them a sly smile.  
    

    
      Then he checked his watch.  
    

    
       The promised ten minutes were almost up.
    

    
      “Tick! Tock! Tick! Tock! Tick! Tock! Tick! Tock! Tick! Tock! Tick! Tock! Tick! Tock! Tick! Tock! Tick! Tock! Tick! Tock!” 
    

    
       
    

    
      “…”  
    

    
      “Tick! Tock! Tick! Tock! Tick! Tock! Tick! Tock! Tick! Tock! Tick! Tock! Tick! Tock! Tick! Tock! Tick! Tock! Tick! Tock!”
    

    
      As Sabo’s imitation of a ticking clock continued, the anger in the cadets’ eyes gradually turned into fear and dread of death.  
    

    
      Sabo felt an unbearable thrill and pleasure from it.  
    

    
      His heart pounded, and blood rushed downward.
    

    
      “Tock!”
    

    
      Time was up.  
    

    
      Sabo stood from his seat.  
    

    
      His skintight night suit accentuated his conspicuously swollen lower body, drawing attention.
    

    
      “It’s about time to offer a sacrifice to the god within me.”
    

    
      Holy Sabo.  
    

    
      He was the closest friend of the Head Collector, Cave.  
    

    
      Their perverse inclinations aligned perfectly.  
    

    
      Even within the Death Council, their depraved antics were infamous.  
    

    
      The Dark Clerics were used to his aroused state, but the cadets were not.  
    

    
      His out-of-place appearance only made Sabo seem more terrifying.
    

    
      “Who shall be the first sacrifice?”
    

    
      One of the clerics approached and asked.
    

    
      “How about the professor? It’d be a good example for the Academy brats outside. Not a bad choice.”
    

    
      Sabo wagged his finger.
    

    
      “No. For an example, we need the one with the highest value here.”
    

    
      The clerics looked puzzled.
    

    
       
    

    
      A professor at Frey Academy would be among the most valuable hostages.
    

    
      “Tch. Maybe another professor, but not 
      that
       guy. He’s just an ordinary scholar.”  
    

    
      “Then…?”
    

    
      Sabo’s gaze fell on a cadet sitting lifelessly to one side.  
    

    
      Unlike the others trembling in fear, this one stared back at him with unwavering eyes, just as he had from the start.  
    

    
      Sabo licked his lips.
    

    
      “Truly delectable. Heh heh.”  
    

    
      “…”  
    

    
      “I hope you keep that look until the end.”
    

    
      The cleric, witnessing Sabo’s incomprehensible words and leering smile, quietly stepped back.  
    

    
      Even after years together, he still couldn’t stomach Sabo’s vile tendencies.
    

    
      “Get that one up.”  
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      Having given the order, Sabo stepped forward.  
    

    
      And he shouted outside.
    

    
      “Time’s up! Where’s Gerard?!”
    

    
      A gruff-looking professor responded.
    

    
      “Just wait a little longer!”
    

    
      Sabo looked at him.  
    

    
      Information about the man surfaced in his mind.
    

    
      Allen Desico. A nutcase who almost rose to deputy commander of the Special Magic Corps but was demoted for his volatile temper.
    

    
      A man obsessed with climbing the ranks.  
    

    
      The information came from a thief in Shadow, who the Death Council had been cozying up to lately.  
    

    
      In other words, it was reliable.
    

    
      Wait a second. If he knows who the first sacrifice is, he’ll lose his mind, won’t he?
    

    
      Excited to see his reaction, Sabo shouted with glee.
    

    
      “You’re late! We’ve waited long enough. So, I’ll tell you who the first hostage to die will be!”  
    

    
      “It’ll just take a moment…”  
    

    
      “Max Wagner! The precious son of the great Marquis Wagner will be the first hostage to die!”
    

    
      As expected, Allen went berserk at those words.  
    

    
      Sabo grinned wickedly at his intense reaction.
    

    
      “For the record, Max Wagner isn’t dying because of us. 
      You’re
       the ones killing him.”  
    

    
      “You bastard!”
    

    
      Allen’s vivid reaction was delicious, so Sabo decided to generously wait another five minutes.
    

    
      Giving them hope that they can save him, then killing him anyway—now that’s fun.
    

    
      He looked out at the chaotic courtyard with amused eyes.
    

    
      Unaware of what was happening in the corridor outside the lecture hall at that very moment.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      “Find Gerard, now! We’re running out of time!”
    

    
      Allen shouted.  
    

    
      Max Wagner.  
    

    
      The moment he heard the first hostage’s name, he was beside himself.  
    

    
      Truth be told, he was half-mad already.
    

    
      “Hurry!”
    

    
      He was fully in charge of the scene now.  
    

    
      The Vice-Dean and Pirion had left for the main building to request support just moments ago.
    

    
      “This situation feels beyond our control. It’s better handled quickly with superior skill and power.”  
    

    
      “So?”  
    

    
      “Yes. We need to contact the Special Magic Corps and Central Knights Headquarters. In the meantime, Allen, you take charge here.”
    

    
      Allen had agreed.  
    

    
      Even in his eyes, getting support from those two groups seemed the only way to minimize the 
    

    
      Academy’s losses.  
    

    
      The Academy’s reputation would take a hit, but…  
    

    
      It was better than nobles dying.
    

    
      If only that bastard Gerard were sacrificed, this could be resolved simply. Why did it have to come to this?
    

    
      As soon as Allen took command, he ordered a search for Gerard, but the man was nowhere to be found.  
    

    
      He must have hidden himself in advance, knowing this would happen.
    

    
      Despicable coward. When he shows up, I won’t let him off.
    

    
      Allen clenched his fist in impatience.  
    

    
      Then he remembered that Baron had been looking for Gerard for a while now.
    

    
      “Damn it! Where the hell is that guy, and what is he doing? Why isn’t he here!?”
    

    
      As if on cue, he spotted Baron approaching from a distance.  
    

    
      Allen’s face lit up.
    

    
      “Come quickly! Where’s Gerard? Did you find him?”  
    

    
      “Gerard’s gone.”
    

    
      Baron answered with a somber expression.  
    

    
      Allen tilted his head.
    

    
      “What do you mean?”  
    

    
      “Exactly what I said. We searched every corner of the Academy, but Gerard’s nowhere to be found. The kids are still looking, but…”  
    

    
      “That doesn’t make sense! Find him!”
    

    
      They say when anger reaches its peak, a person becomes eerily calm.  
    

    
      That was Allen now.
    

    
      “We need Gerard to save the hostages. Find him, no matter what.”
    

    
      Sensing the tense atmosphere, Baron’s expression hardened as well.
    

    
      “And if we find him? It sounds like you’re ready to hand him over immediately.”  
    

    
      “What are you saying? They just announced the hostage they’re going to kill. Do you know who it is?”  
    

    
      “I’m not curious.”  
    

    
      “You should be. Because it’s the only son of Marquis Wagner, the future head of the family.”  
    

    
      “Gerard is like a son to me too.”
    

    
      Allen stared at him.  
    

    
      Then he burst out laughing.
    

    
      “Haha. I see. So you’ve been deliberately holding him back?”
    

    
      Baron didn’t respond.  
    

    
      He just looked at Allen with a blank stare.
    

    
      Taking it as confirmation, Allen suddenly spread his palm.  
    

    
      With a flash of light, a long staff appeared in his hand.  
    

    
      Adorned with a sharp blade at the tip, it was the artifact that had made Allen who he was: 
      Silver Fang
      .
    

    
      “No more words?”  
    

    
      “…”  
    

    
      “Bring Gerard. Now.”
    

    
      Baron shook his head.  
    

    
      In a low but firm tone.
    

    
      “Don’t do something you’ll regret, Allen Desico. If you swing that staff even a little, you’re dead.”
    

    
      At the same time, a storm-like aura erupted from Baron, engulfing the surroundings.
    

    
      “What the…!”  
    

    
      “This isn’t the time for us to fight…”
    

    
      The professors nearby couldn’t continue speaking as the two titans clashed.  
    

    
      Those who understood the weight of power and responsibility had drawn their weapons.  
    

    
      It meant the situation had gone too far for words to resolve.
    

    
      To stop them, someone with overwhelming authority or power would need to intervene.  
    

    
      Or a situation dramatic enough to shift the atmosphere.  
    

    
      And then.
    

    
      BOOM!
    

    
      It happened.
    

    
      Rumble…
       
    

    
      CRASH!
    

    
      A series of explosions erupted inside Blue Dragon Hall.  
    

    
      All heads turned toward the building.
    

    
      The second floor.  
    

    
      The windows on the second floor had shattered from the explosions, flames roaring out.
    

    
      “What’s going on!?”  
    

    
      “Look! Up there!”
    

    
      A professor pointed to the rooftop.
    

    
      “Everyone, look up!”  
    

    
      “That’s…?”
    

    
      A cadet stood tall on the rooftop.  
    

    
      Throwing off his fluttering jacket and holding a rope, his chest bore the black emblem of the 888th batch.  
    

    
      His name was,“Gerard.”
    

    
      In full view of everyone, Gerard sprinted across the rooftop.
    

    
      Tap tap tap!
    

    
      And with that momentum, he leaped.
    

    
      “What!”  
    

    
      “…!”
    

    
      Everyone held their breath, but the next scene left them gasping in shock again.
    

    
      Whoosh!
    

    
      Gerard flipped midair and threw the rope with force.  
    

    
      At the end of the rope was a sharp stiletto dagger.  
    

    
      The dagger embedded itself into the wall of Blue Dragon Hall like it was piercing tofu.
    

    
      Crunch…
    

    
      The taut rope.  
    

    
      Gerard’s falling figure swung half a circle around the stiletto dagger and slipped smoothly into the second-floor window.
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      The professors, staring blankly at the scene, snapped back to reality at the sound of a sword being drawn nearby.
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      Without hesitation, Baron drew his sword, glanced at Allen, and swung.  
    

    
      Toward the barrier ahead.
    

    
      CRACK──!
    

    
      The straight sword energy shook the barrier wall violently.
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      I glanced outside and let out a dumbfounded laugh.
    

    
      That bastard Allen was shouting at the top of his lungs, telling everyone to find me.
    

    
      “Hey.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “How come we can’t do something about that guy?”
    

    
      Karina, who was following me, turned her eyes in the same direction.
    

    
      “Like, get him expelled from the Magic Tower, strip him of his status, or ostracize him. Can’t we do something?”
    

    
      “Why? He’s doing just fine.”
    

    
      “…What? That guy?”
    

    
      I stared at Karina in disbelief.
    

    
      “That’s doing fine?”
    

    
      “It’s a reasonable and rational judgment for a mage, isn’t it? Max Wagner and ten hostages versus one Gerard. Anyone would see sacrificing you as the logical choice, no?”
    

    
      I stared at her intently, wondering if she was serious.
    

    
      ‘Oh. She’s serious….’
    

    
      I started to wonder if all mages were just a bunch of lunatics.
    

    
      Whether they were smart or not, they were endlessly selfish and lacked any sense of normalcy.
    

    
      Every mage I’d met so far was like that.
    

    
      A madhouse and the daughter of the king of that madhouse was standing right next to me.
    

    
      ‘By the way, if they knew Karina was here, all hell would break loose.’
    

    
      With the Wagner Marquis family acting like that, if they knew Karina was trapped here, they’d probably smash the barrier without a care for the hostages.
    

    
      My judgment was spot-on, as always. 
    

    
      Patting myself on the back, I stuck a scroll on the wall in front of me.
    

    
      With that, the final scroll was in place.
    

    
      “Done?”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      I turned to Karina.
    

    
      “From now on, your role is the most important. Got it? If you get caught, we’re screwed. Trigger the scrolls to seal off the second floor. Be the bait. Just draw their attention properly, and don’t get greedy. Okay?”
    

    
      “You think I can’t handle something that simple?”
    

    
      Yeah, I do.
    

    
      “Wanna die? Fix that face, now. Or I’ll trigger the scrolls myself.”
    

    
      I quickly corrected my expression.
    

    
      The little princess of the lunatic brigade was more than capable of doing just that.
    

    
      “You just do your part.”
    

    
      With that, Karina pulled a stiletto dagger from her cloak and handed it to me.
    

    
      The stiletto dagger was standard self-defense gear for mages.
    

    
      I had to use it to infiltrate from the rooftop.
    

    
      ‘I could use my own dagger, but that might give away that I’m a thief.’
    

    
      So, I headed to the rooftop.
    

    
      As I climbed, I opened a subspace, pulled out a rope, and tied it to the handle of the stiletto dagger.
    

    
      Clunk!
    

    
      When I opened the door and stepped onto the rooftop, countless stars poured down over my head.
    

    
      Whoooosh…
    

    
      The night had already fallen, cloaked in darkness and into that sacred realm, red flames intruded.
    

    
      BOOOOM!
    

    
      ‘It’s started.’
    

    
      I shed my outer coat and moved my sword from my waist to my back.
    

    
      After securing it tightly, I gripped the rope firmly.
    

    
      And then I ran.
    

    
      Tap tap tap!
    

    
      The world flipped.
    

    
      From black to red.
    

    
      “Intruder!”
    

    
      “That’s Karina Zain! Grab her!”
    

    
      “Damn it, the flames… put out the flames first!”
    

    
      As I entered the lecture hall through the window, the Dark Clerics were already in chaos.
    

    
      The sudden explosion and the flames that sealed off the lecture hall.
    

    
      “I’m Karina Zain! Come at me!”
    

    
      And then there was Karina, appearing out of nowhere.
    

    
      Because of her, no one was paying attention to me.
    

    
      ‘A bit sloppy, but she’s doing well enough.’
    

    
      Karina Zain was a walking aggro magnet just by existing.
    

    
      That’s why I used her as bait.
    

    
      ‘I’ll leave that side to Karina.’
    

    
      As soon as I entered, I quickly scanned the surroundings.
    

    
      The number and positions of the hostages.
    

    
      The number and positions of the enemies, the state of the lecture hall, and its internal structure—I crammed every detail into my head without discrimination.
    

    
      “Contact the guys on the first floor. Tell them to come up and flank that girl!”
    

    
      A particularly large cleric caught my eye.
    

    
      Even from behind, his presence was the strongest among the group.
    

    
      His voice sounded familiar too.
    

    
      ‘That’s Sabo.’
    

    
      I moved cautiously, keeping Sabo in my peripheral vision.
    

    
      Not far away, I saw the final piece needed to complete this plan, lying on the ground.
    

    
      He was looking at me, his eyes gleaming.
    

    
      At the same time, I recalled my earlier conversation with Karina.
    

    
      When I explained the entire plan, she seemed worried and asked:
    

    
      “Why not just safely contact the professors outside?”
    

    
      “No way. The professors would have to break the barrier to get in, and that would alert the enemies. The hostages would be in danger.”
    

    
      There was actually one way.
    

    
      My dagger, imbued with barrier nullification.
    

    
      With it, I could slice through the barrier unnoticed and let the professors pass through.
    

    
      But that was too risky for me.
    

    
      I’d have to explain the dagger’s existence to the professors later and convince them, which could end up biting me in the ass.
    

    
      “Then it’s just the two of us?”
    

    
      “No, we’ll call for reinforcements.”
    

    
      “What kind of nonsense is that? You just said we can’t.”
    

    
      “I said we can’t call from outside the barrier. But there are people inside.”
    

    
      The hostages.
    

    
      They might be captured now, but they were still cadets of the 889th Psychology Department of Frey Heroes Academy.
    

    
      Each one was at least a 3rd-circle mage.
    

    
      Among them, Bain Winter, the top student of the 889th Psychology Department, was a 4th-circle mage, just like Karina.
    

    
      “But there’s no one useful, right?”
    

    
      Of course, in her eyes, they were all beneath her.
    

    
      “There is. Bain Winter.”
    

    
      “Bain Winter…? Who’s that?”
    

    
      Let’s not even go there.
    

    
      “Oh, I remember. The second-year Psychology Department top student, right?”
    

    
      “Yeah. But there’s someone we need to save first. He’s the key to this plan. The core strength.”
    

    
      His name was Max Wagner.
    

    
      The man right in front of me.
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      I had already reached him.
    

    
      Karina was still drawing aggro, and all I had to do now was untie his ropes and remove his gag.
    

    
      That’s when it happened.
    

    
      “There! The flames are weakening… huh?”
    

    
      My eyes met with one of the Dark Clerics.
    

    
      ‘Oh, shit.’
    

    
      I leaped forward quickly.
    

    
      “There’s another intruder!”
    

    
      “Stop him!”
    

    
      The nearby clerics rushed toward me.
    

    
      I drew my sword and swung.
    

    
      Toward Max Wagner.
    

    
      Slash!
    

    
      The gag covering Max’s mouth was cut in half.
    

    
      “Max! Summon!”
    

    
      I shouted, blocking the clerics charging at me.
    

    
      From behind, I heard Max muttering.
    

    
      “Answer my call, Narvik.”
    

    
      At that moment, a pillar of sand shot up from the floor.
    

    
      Emerging from it was a humanoid figure.
    

    
      “Argh!”
    

    
      One startled Dark Cleric swung a black sword at it, but the blade passed through the sand harmlessly.
    

    
      It was Narvik, the divine beast of the great desert.
    

    
      A creature with the head of a dog, the body of a human, eagle wings, and a snake’s tail.
    

    
      Thud!
    

    
      The Dark Cleric’s head exploded.
    

    
      In the blink of an eye, time seemed to freeze around us.
    

    
      A heavy silence descended.
    

    
      The battle stopped, and the Dark Clerics alternated between looking at their headless comrade and the suddenly appeared Narvik, their eyes slowly filling with murderous intent.
    

    
      That’s when it happened.
    

    
      A piercing laugh filled the space.
    

    
      “Ki hahahaha!”
    

    
      I turned my head.
    

    
      Sabo was laughing, staring at us.
    

    
      ‘Is he insane?’
    

    
      He certainly looked it.
    

    
      “Oh, sorry. I got too excited.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “Are you Gerard?”
    

    
      “So what?”
    

    
      “I knew it.”
    

    
      Nodding, Sabo gave an order.
    

    
      “No need for the hostages anymore, right? Kill them all.”
    

    
      Instantly, the clerics scattered in all directions.
    

    
      To kill the still-bound hostages.
    

    
      “Narvik!”
    

    
      [I know.]
    

    
      But we had Max and the divine beast of the great desert.
    

    
      [Mirage Flower].
    

    
      The black swords aimed at the cadets suddenly turned toward their own allies.
    

    
      “Die!”
    

    
      “Drop dead!”
    

    
      A massacre of friend against friend unfolded before my eyes.
    

    
      This was exactly why I freed Max Wagner first.
    

    
      With this, the situation was over.
    

    
      ‘The professors should be breaking the barrier and entering the first floor by now.’
    

    
      All I had to do was sit back and wait for the praise.
    

    
      I untied Max’s restraints.
    

    
      “Thank you for the help, Senior Gerard.”
    

    
      “Save the thanks for later and free your classmates first.”
    

    
      “What? But that guy…”
    

    
      Max’s eyes turned to behind me.
    

    
      There was Sabo, still wearing a sinister smile.
    

    
      Amid the chaos, he was maintaining his composure.
    

    
      “What’s with him? Why’s he fine?”
    

    
      Narvik answered for me.
    

    
      [It doesn’t work on him. A spiritual entity residing in his body is protecting him.]
    

    
      “A parasite? A spiritual entity?”
    

    
      [Born from the condensed malice and killing intent of humans. I don’t know more than that.]
    

    
      Sacred Sabo.
    

    
      In ‘Frey,’ he was only mentioned by name, so I didn’t know what powers or abilities he used.
    

    
      This was my first time facing him.
    

    
      Well, at best, he’s probably high-priest level, I thought, raising my sword.
    

    
      “I’ll take him.”
    

    
      Since I started this, it was only right that I finished it.
    

    
      I approached Sabo, sword in hand.
    

    
      We faced off.
    

    
      But he didn’t draw his weapon.
    

    
      “What are you doing?”
    

    
      “Hmm?”
    

    
      “Not gonna draw your sword? Giving up? Just so you know, it’s better to die by my hand now. If you get captured, what’s waiting for you is a hell worse than death.”
    

    
      Sabo covered his face with his hand, chuckling.
    

    
      “My goal was always you, Gerard.”
    

    
      A chill ran down my spine.
    

    
      An inexplicable sense of unease crawled up my back.
    

    
      “If you die, I have no regrets.”
    

    
      Yeah.
    

    
      This feeling, which I hadn’t felt in a while, was [Instinct].
    

    
      [Instinct] was screaming.
    

    
      Danger.
    

    
      And the source of that instinctive warning was Sabo’s hand.
    

    
      In Sabo’s hand was a rope.
    

    
      A familiar rope.
    

    
      At its end was a familiar stiletto dagger.
    

    
      And Sabo was holding it upside down.
    

    
      “Die well, Gerard.”
    

    
      Sabo plunged the stiletto dagger into his own heart.
    

    
      “…!”
    

    
      At that bizarre act, I stood frozen, sword in hand, blinking.
    

    
      ‘What? What just happened?’
    

    
      I wasn’t the only one shocked.
    

    
      Max Wagner, glancing over while freeing his classmates.
    

    
      The 889th cadets, helping Narvik deal with the remaining Dark Clerics after being freed.
    

    
      The professors, who had just finished clearing the first floor, came up.
    

    
      Everyone was stunned.
    

    
      And I stood still in front of Sabo’s lifeless body.
    

    
      Realizing something was terribly wrong.
    

    
      There was no hesitation in his “die well” act.
    

    
      His eyes, looking at me, were filled with unwavering certainty.
    

    
      Certainty that I would die.
    

    
      ‘Why?’
    

    
      Then my eyes fell on the stiletto dagger lodged in his heart.
    

    
      “Karina!”
    

    
      I turned around.
    

    
      “Snap out of it, Karina!”
    

    
      I saw Manager Baron and Department Head Allen.
    

    
      Below them, Karina had collapsed.
    

    
      I rushed to her side.
    

    
      “M-Manager Baron? Why is Karina…?”
    

    
      “I don’t know! She just… suddenly collapsed!”
    

    
      “Damn it, magic isn’t working! What the hell is going on!”
    

    
      Allen frantically tried casting healing magic on her, but Karina’s body was turning black and stiffening.
    

    
      A sudden premonition hit me.
    

    
      ‘No way…’
    

    
      Narvik, who had approached, confirmed my fear.
    

    
      [It’s the Curse of Blood.]
    

    
      My body trembled as if struck by lightning.
    

    
      The Curse of Blood.
    

    
      The culprit, of course, was Sabo.
    

    
      “A c-curse?”
    

    
      “Oh, my God.”
    

    
      “If it’s a curse, then Karina…”
    

    
      The professors couldn’t finish their sentences.
    

    
      If it was a curse, no one here could solve it.
    

    
      Only one person could.
    

    
      Professor Ilai.
    

    
      “Professor Ilai! Where is she right now!”
    

    
      But she wasn’t here.
    

    
      “What do we do?! Professor Ilai is at the cathedral at this hour…!”
    

    
      “Damn it! The cathedral’s in the East Gate District! That’s too far… Wait, Gerard, you bastard! Get back here!”
    

    
      “Gerard!”
    

    
      Without thinking, my body moved first.
    

    
      I immediately scooped Karina up and sprinted at full speed.
    

    
      I ignored the furious shouts of Allen and Baron’s cries behind me.
    

    
      Every second counted.
    

    
      There was no time to hesitate.
    

    
      Karina was dying, and no one there could save her.
    

    
      Not even the Magic Corps or the Central Knights.
    

    
      The only way to save her was to get her to the cathedral.
    

    
      And the fastest person here was me.
    

    
      [Dark Sprint].
    

    
      Black mist enveloped my lower body.
    

    
      Whoosh!
    

    
      The cathedral in the East Gate District.
    

    
      Even by carriage, it was a 20-minute journey.
    

    
      So, as soon as I entered Icata, I unhesitatingly climbed a stone wall and leaped onto a building’s roof.
    

    
      Tap!
    

    
      What I needed now wasn’t a path blessed by the sun and life.
    

    
      It was the path of thieves, guarded by the moon and night.
    

    
      I jumped from building to building, recklessly.
    

    
      My breathing grew ragged, my mana twisted. 
    

    
      My pounding heart protested with pain.
    

    
      Still, I maintained [Dark Sprint] and ran.
    

    
      ‘Please. Just a little more.’
    

    
      Karina Zain, a character essential for the ending.
    

    
      She absolutely couldn’t die here.
    

    
      …That wasn’t what I was thinking.
    

    
      Karina took the hit for me.
    

    
      If I hadn’t borrowed that stiletto dagger, this wouldn’t have happened.
    

    
      With [Star’s Blessing], I was immune to curses anyway, damn it. That made me feel even worse.
    

    
      “Ugh! Damn it. Damn it.”
    

    
      I don’t know how much time passed.
    

    
      I couldn’t tell how Karina, slung over my back, was doing.
    

    
      I just ran mindlessly, and at some point, it felt like the world and I were separating.
    

    
      From then on, my body didn’t feel like my own.
    

    
      The wind brushing my face was gone.
    

    
      The sound of my thundering heartbeat and ragged breathing vanished.
    

    
      The sensation of my feet hitting the rooftops disappeared, as did the movement of my leg muscles and the flow of mana through my mana circuits.
    

    
      In the end, everything vanished.
    

    
      Darkness.
    

    
      All that existed here was it and my consciousness, sprinting through it.
    

    
      It felt like running through a pitch-black tunnel where not a single ray of light was allowed.
    

    
      “…Gerard?”
    

    
      And then, I saw a light ahead.
    

    
      “Gerard! What’s going on…!”
    

    
      The darkness faded.
    

    
      As if slowly yielding to the light.
    

    
      The void left by the darkness was filled with radiant light.
    

    
      “What’s happening!?”
    

    
      Before I knew it, Professor Ilai was standing in front of me.
    

    
      And then I lost consciousness.
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      A gentle breeze brushed against my neck.
    

    
       
    

    
      The scent of flowers tickled my nose.  
    

    
      The warmth contained within it announced that spring had fully arrived.
    

    
      “A month from now is the mid-term evaluation.”
    

    
      Muttering to myself, I walked through the cathedral’s garden.
    

    
      Last night, after that incident, I collapsed as is.  
    

    
      I only came this morning.  
    

    
      When I opened my eyes, Professor Ilai was looking down at me.
    

    
      “Are you awake, Gerard?”  
    

    
      “Oh, Professor Ilai.”  
    

    
      “How’s your body?”  
    

    
      “Refreshed.”
    

    
      I stretched my arms wide.  
    

    
      My body felt as light as if I’d woken from a pleasant dream.  
    

    
      Seeing this, Professor Ilai chuckled softly.
    

    
      “That’s a relief. Not only Karina, but your body was in rough shape too, Gerard, after bringing her here.”  
    

    
      “Oh, right. What about Karina? How is she?”
    

    
      I asked hurriedly.
    

    
      “She’s fine.”  
    

    
      “Really?”  
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      A calm smile formed on Professor Ilai’s lips.  
    

    
      Only then did I feel relieved.
    

    
      “Thank goodness.”  
    

    
      “Thanks to you, Gerard. If you had been even a little late, it could’ve been…”
    

    
      Professor Ilai swallowed the rest of her words without finishing.
    

    
      “The curse has been completely purified. Her strength is gradually returning, so she’ll likely regain consciousness within the day.”  
    

    
      “Thank you.”  
    

    
      “Give your thanks to the Lord, Gerard. I’m merely a conduit for His miracles in this world.”
    

    
      With nothing particular to say, I did just that.
    

    
      “Thank you, Max Obje.”  
    

    
      “Hehe. Good. Now that I’ve confirmed you’re awake, I’ll be going.”  
    

    
      “Huh? Where to?”  
    

    
      “To work?”
    

    
      Oh. The Academy!  
    

    
      Only then did I check the time and throw off the blanket covering me.  
    

    
      I was late.
    

    
      “Wait a moment, Gerard.”  
    

    
      “What? I have a first-period lecture, so I need to hurry…”  
    

    
      “Take the day off. I’ll inform the Student Affairs Office.”  
    

    
      “For real?”  
    

    
      “Would I lie?”
    

    
      I lay back down on the bed.
    

    
      ‘Fine. Let’s take this chance to rest!’
    

    
      I looked at Professor Ilai and asked,“Is this something I should thank the Lord for too?”
    

    
      Professor Ilai smiled beautifully and closed the door.
    

    
      Back to the present, in the cathedral’s garden.
    

    
       
    

    
      I stopped walking and looked up at the massive statue standing in the center.
    

    
      The Lord, Max Obje.
    

    
      The deity who created this world and the one who brought me here (presumably).  
    

    
      He had the form of a human, but no face.
    

    
      “Hey. Why did you bring me here?”
    

    
      There was no answer.  
    

    
      Well, of course. He had no mouth.  
    

    
      If anything, I was the weird one for asking a question to an inanimate statue.
    

    
      “Still, thanks, I guess. For Karina’s situation, and for not having to go to the Academy today. Professor Ilai told me to thank you, so I’m doing it.”
    

    
      Other than that, I had nothing to be grateful for.  
    

    
      After all, everything I’d been through so far was nothing but shitty bad luck.
    

    
      “I don’t know why you brought me to this world. But if you’re going to drag me here, at least make it worth my while, okay? Or just leave me alone.”
    

    
      Still no answer.
    

    
      “Silence means agreement. I’ll take it as you understand.”
    

    
      It was then.  
    

    
      Suddenly, I felt a warmth spreading in my chest.
    

    
      “Oh?”
    

    
      It wasn’t my imagination.  
    

    
      A genuine warm sensation was spreading through my chest.  
    

    
      Could this be Max Obje’s response to me?
    

    
      ‘If so, this must be divine power.’
    

    
      Nodding to myself, I looked down at my chest.  
    

    
      Sunlight was shining on it.  
    

    
      Divine power, my ass—it was just ordinary sunlight reflecting off the statue.
    

    
      “…A placebo, huh. Ahem.”
    

    
      Feeling oddly embarrassed, I scratched the back of my head and entered the cathedral.  
    

    
      I was about to head to my room when I recalled something Professor Ilai had said and changed direction.
    

    
      Knock! Knock!
    

    
      “Who is it?”  
    

    
      “It’s me.”  
    

    
      “Who’s ‘me’?”  
    

    
      “Don’t play around.”
    

    
      A soft giggle came from inside.
    

    
      “I’m coming in.”
    

    
      I opened the door.  
    

    
      Karina, lying on the bed, lifted her head and glared at me.
    

    
      “You’re still as mannerless as ever. Barging into a lady’s bedroom without permission.”  
    

    
      “You did the same thing.”
    

    
      Karina’s mouth shut into a straight line.
    

    
      “Nothing to say, huh?”
    

    
      Grinning, I pulled a chair next to Karina’s bed and sat down.
    

    
      “Are you crazy? Saying something like that so casually. What if someone passing by heard you?”
    

    
      Karina whispered quickly.
    

    
      “No one’s around and what, did I say anything wrong? You came into my room. We even shared a blanket, so what’s the problem?”
    

    
      Karina’s face turned bright red.
    

    
       
    

    
      It looked like it might burst if pricked with a needle.
    

    
      “Pfft!”
    

    
      I held my stomach and laughed.
    

    
      “Stop laughing. My head hurts.”
    

    
      I complied with her request.  
    

    
      Teasing Karina was fun, but if you overdid it, it got old fast.  
    

    
      Better to do it sparingly and enjoy it for a long time.  
    

    
      Perhaps annoyed by my attitude, Karina got straight to the point.
    

    
      “Why are you here? If you have something to say, say it and leave. Did you come to hear a thank you for saving me?”
    

    
      I answered honestly.
    

    
      “Yeah. That was the plan.”  
    

    
      “You think I’d do that?”  
    

    
      “Nope. Didn’t expect you to.”  
    

    
      “Good call. You were supposed to save me, so why should I thank you?”
    

    
      Yeah, expecting common sense from her was my mistake.  
    

    
      Still, her sassiness meant her head was fine.
    

    
      “You know what? The coolest people in the world are those who admit their mistakes.”  
    

    
      “What’s that nonsense? Cool, my ass—that’s just asking to be a pushover. And I’m a noble, you know? Nobles don’t bow their heads lightly. Know your place.”
    

    
      Grumbling Karina.  
    

    
      I raised both hands and feet in surrender to her nobility.
    

    
      “Fine, I give up. But at least thank the Lord.”  
    

    
      “I’ll handle that myself.”  
    

    
      “Yeah, yeah.”
    

    
      Waving my hand dismissively, I changed the topic.  
    

    
      This was the real reason I came to see Karina.
    

    
      “The Vice-Dean and others will probably come by later to ask questions. What are you going to say about why we were together in the Blue Dragon Hall?”
    

    
      Why, and how, did the two of us end up in the Blue Dragon Hall together?  
    

    
      I was curious about Karina’s thoughts on this.
    

    
      “What’s there to say? I’ll tell the truth.”
    

    
      Karina answered without hesitation.
    

    
      “The truth?”  
    

    
      “Yes. That I suspected you of being a thief from Shadow and that’s how we ended up there together.”
    

    
      I shot up from the chair. 
    

    
       
    

    
      Startled, Karina asked,“What? What’s wrong? Why’d you stand up? Is someone outside?”  
    

    
      “No. I’m going to see Professor Ilai.”  
    

    
      “Suddenly? Why?”  
    

    
      “Your head’s messed up. The curse hasn’t been fully purified, I’m sure of it.”
    

    
      Karina looked at me like I was insane.
    

    
      “Hey. I’m perfectly fine.”  
    

    
      “Really? For real?”  
    

    
      “Ugh. You’re the one who said you’d report it with the Echo Stone first!”
    

    
      I sat back down.
    

    
      “Oh, right.”  
    

    
      “I really want to punch you hard right now.”
    

    
      It wasn’t a joke—between the sudden hostage situation and the curse, with everything happening so fast, I’d forgotten.  
    

    
      Still, it was surprising.
    

    
      “But didn’t you try to stop me from leaving the lecture hall when I said I’d report it?”  
    

    
      “I did.”  
    

    
      “So why the change of heart?”
    

    
      Karina looked at me.  
    

    
      Then, suddenly, she turned her head away and muttered softly.
    

    
      “…Because I’m sorry.”  
    

    
      “What? Speak up, I can’t hear you.”  
    

    
      “I said I’m sorry!”
    

    
      Why was she suddenly yelling?  
    

    
      I frowned and asked,“Sorry? To whom?”  
    

    
      “Ugh. Seriously. Do you have to pry like that to feel satisfied?”
    

    
      Karina glared at me with narrowed eyes.
    

    
      “Of course. To you.”  
    

    
      “You’re sorry to me? You, Karina?”  
    

    
      “…Yes. Ugh, your reaction is so annoying.”
    

    
      But despite her words, the expression on Karina’s face was far from annoying. 
    

    
       
    

    
      She looked embarrassed and awkward, fidgeting with the blanket for no reason, her gaze fixed somewhere far off.
    

    
      Regardless, I kept staring at her with disbelief.  
    

    
      Karina.  
    

    
      Saying she was sorry to me.  
    

    
      But the surprises didn’t end there.  
    

    
      The next words out of her mouth were even more shocking, enough to stun the entire world.
    

    
      “And thank you. For saving me.”
    

    
      I was so shocked that I couldn’t respond for a moment.  
    

    
      When no answer came from me, Karina looked up.  
    

    
      Then, with one eyebrow raised, she asked,“…What’s that? What’s with that pose?”
    

    
      At that moment, my right arm was bent in an ‘L’ shape, and my left arm was bent in a reverse ‘L’.
    

    
      “It’s the pose you strike when you hear something unimaginable.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “What kind of pose is that?”
    

    
      It’s a thing.  
    

    
      Anyway.  
    

    
      I straightened my arms and said seriously,“I’m sorry to say this, Karina, but I think the curse has already eaten away at your brain. Damn it. I should’ve come sooner… Ugh.”  
    

    
      “Are you seriously crazy?”
    

    
      Being called crazy by a crazy person felt oddly satisfying.
    

    
      “Ahem. If you’re really grateful, don’t just say it—give me something.”  
    

    
      “I was planning to anyway.”  
    

    
      “Huh? For real?”  
    

    
      “Ha! Don’t you know me? I’m Karina Zain. Did you think I’d just brush it off with words?”
    

    
      Exactly.  
    

    
      That’s why I was excited.
    

    
      ‘This is insane.’
    

    
      Karina Zain, the empire’s ultimate diva.  
    

    
      Obsessed with high-end luxury, her eyes practically spin at the sight of limited-edition items.
    

    
      “What are you going to give me?”  
    

    
      “I’ll take care of that, so just wait quietly.”
    

    
      I narrowed my eyes and looked at Karina.  
    

    
      I hoped she’d give it to me before my thief identity got exposed.  
    

    
      She wouldn’t forget, right?
    

    
      “Hey. I’m going to give you something nice, so stop looking at me like that. I might just cancel it.”
    

    
      Since that was a real possibility, I quickly fixed my expression.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      The cathedral’s recovery room, where Karina was, was filled with heavy air.  
    

    
      This was because of the bombshell statement that had just come out of Karina’s mouth.
    

    
      So, Gerard didn’t strike the pose he’d used earlier for hearing something unimaginable.  
    

    
      He just quietly observed the situation.
    

    
      In front of Gerard and Karina stood three people.  
    

    
      The Vice-Dean and two department heads from the Academy.  
    

    
      They were all mulling over Karina’s statement with complicated expressions.
    

    
      ‘I suspected Senior Gerard of being a thief from Shadow. So I’d been stalking him for a while, and this incident happened because of that. I went to the Blue Dragon Hall to confront him.’
    

    
      The Zain heiress’s suspicions and stalking and the reappearance of Shadow, which was the root of it all. 
    

    
       
    

    
      Though she omitted the part about the dorm intrusion, in the current situation, that detail didn’t even register.
    

    
      At the top of the Academy was the Dean, Bell Toro.  
    

    
      But in reality, the ones running the Academy were these three people.
    

    
      Shadow’s appearance.  
    

    
      The news that they were targeting the Academy was not something to laugh off lightly.
    

    
      “But couldn’t Karina have been mistaken? Shadow, really? Haha. That’s too out of the blue.”
    

    
      At that moment, Allen broke the silence.
    

    
      “No. Actually, I’ve heard something similar.”  
    

    
      “What?”  
    

    
      “Three days ago, the Obelisk Control Room was bombed.”  
    

    
      “Oh, that incident…”  
    

    
      “Yes. According to the guards, the bomber’s appearance matches what Karina just described.”
    

    
      A skull mask and a staff with a raven’s head.
    

    
      “It’s certain. Those two things are the Shadow Master’s trademarks. I read about it in my family’s archives, so it’s accurate.”
    

    
      Karina nodded, backing him up.
    

    
      “Oh no.”
    

    
      Allen’s face crumpled.
    

    
      “Why are you only saying this now, Karina!”  
    

    
      “I told you, I wanted to catch him myself.”  
    

    
      “So? Did you catch him!? Did you!?”  
    

    
      “No, but I’m telling you now, so isn’t that enough?”
    

    
      Allen grabbed the back of his neck at Karina’s shamelessness.  
    

    
      His personality would’ve had him cursing her out, but unfortunately, Karina Zain had the massive backing of the Zain Ducal Family. 
    

    
       
    

    
      And Allen Desico was a man with ambitions for political advancement.
    

    
      With the Zain family’s next heir still undecided, crossing Karina would be like making an enemy of his own accord.
    

    
      ‘Serves him right.’
    

    
      Gerard smirked, watching the scene unfold.
    

    
      “Still, mistaking this guy for Shadow’s Master is a bit much.”  
    

    
      “What, am I supposed to be a genius every day and always perfect? I’m human too, I can make mistakes.”  
    

    
      “Ha. Do you even know what kind of person Shadow’s Master is?”  
    

    
      “Of course. The thief among thieves, a world-class public enemy.”  
    

    
      “You know well. And yet you suspected this nobody of being Shadow’s Master? Huh? Are you in your right mind!!!”
    

    
      Allen suddenly shouted.  
    

    
      His anger gauge had filled up from Karina’s backtalk, finally snapping his rationality.  
    

    
      It was something like a gradient rage, wasn’t it?  
    

    
      But Karina wasn’t one to back down either.
    

    
      “Hey, why are you yelling all of a sudden!?”  
    

    
      “What? You little—! Do I look like I can stay calm right now!? Huh!? I’m already getting a headache thinking about what to tell your father!!!”  
    

    
      “Then don’t think about it!”  
    

    
      “What? You…”
    

    
      Allen’s hands trembled.  
    

    
      His expression screamed, ‘What do I do with this little brat?’ His mustache was quivering from the sheer anger.  
    

    
      And that anger spilled over to Gerard, who had been quiet.
    

    
      “Hey, you. What kind of behavior do you usually show for a kid with no suspicions to think like that? Huh?”
    

    
      Gerard ignored him, not deeming it worth a response.
    

    
       
    

    
      Just as Allen was about to explode, the Vice-Dean stepped in.
    

    
      “Enough. What fault does Gerard have? If you think about it, he’s the one who’s been wronged. Suspected by a junior, chased by a villain. He must’ve gone through a lot.”  
    

    
      “But, Vice-Dean!”  
    

    
      “And lower your voice, Allen. Have you forgotten where we are?”
    

    
      This was the cathedral dedicated to Lord Max Obje.  
    

    
      Reluctantly, Allen rubbed his face with his hands, trying hard to suppress his anger.
    

    
      “Anyway, you both went through a lot, so rest well. Let’s stop disturbing them and let the kids rest.”
    

    
      Saying this, the Vice-Dean left first, looking somewhat hurried.  
    

    
      Department Head Pirion didn’t say anything, but he had been serious ever since the word “Shadow” came out of Karina’s mouth.
    

    
      Shadow, thought to have disappeared ten years ago, had reappeared.  
    

    
      And they were showing hostility toward the Academy.
    

    
      The professors, who knew well the terror Shadow once wielded, understood the gravity of the situation.  
    

    
      A grand meeting needed to be convened immediately.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      The next day.  
    

    
      Gerard left the cathedral early in the morning.  
    

    
      One day of rest was enough.  
    

    
      Honestly, it didn’t even feel like rest.  
    

    
      Chased by death flags, cult requests, money, guilds, and various situations, Gerard couldn’t possibly rest easy.
    

    
      ‘And in the middle of all that, the professors came and made a fuss. How am I supposed to rest?’
    

    
      The professors had likely called a grand meeting as soon as they returned to the Academy.  
    

    
      Gerard was curious about the outcome.
    

    
      ‘Normally, I’d have eavesdropped through Peter, who’s nested in the meeting hall.’
    

    
      But the distance between the Academy and the cathedral was too great for eavesdropping.
    

    
      “Why are you here?”  
    

    
      “To tell you I’m leaving.”  
    

    
      “Already? Wouldn’t it be better to stay one more day and go with me?”
    

    
      Gerard tilted his head.
    

    
      “What’s good about that?”
    

    
      He was genuinely curious.
    

    
      “Are you an idiot? You’d be with me. Isn’t that an honor in itself?”  
    

    
      “Honor, my ass. What’s so honorable about that?”  
    

    
      “…Fine. Just get lost.”
    

    
      Karina was scheduled to stay at the cathedral for one more day for further examination.  
    

    
      After exchanging what barely qualified as a farewell, Gerard left the cathedral.  
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      “Huh? Is that Gerard?”
    

    
      An unfamiliar voice called out to him.  
    

    
      There, a middle-aged man with an unusually shiny head was looking at him.  
    

    
      Recognizing his face, Gerard bowed.
    

    
      “Oh. Greetings.”
    

    
      The man approached.
    

    
      “It is you, haha. But how do you know who I am?”  
    

    
      “Marquis Wagner, right?”  
    

    
      “Hahaha! That’s right. I’m Malion Wagner!”
    

    
      The head of the Summoning School, Marquis Malion Wagner, slapped Gerard’s shoulder and laughed heartily.
    

    
      “I read about you in the Royal Dream’s newsletter, so I remembered.”
    

    
      His shoulder felt like it might dislocate, but Gerard smiled back.  
    

    
      There was no harm in making a good impression on him.  
    

    
      Yet, inwardly, Gerard was puzzled.
    

    
      ‘Why is Marquis Wagner here? Wait, did he come to see me?’
    

    
      It was a strong possibility.  
    

    
      Gerard had performed remarkably during the hostage situation.  
    

    
      His greatest feat was saving the hostages, including Max Wagner.
    

    
      Max Wagner was the heir to lead the Summoning School after Marquis Wagner.
    

    
      ‘So he came to thank me.’
    

    
      Gerard smiled faintly.  
    

    
      Marquis Wagner was a great noble, bold and generous.  
    

    
      He wouldn’t just offer thanks empty-handed.
    

    
      ‘He’ll give me something, right?’
    

    
      Gerard looked at Marquis Wagner with expectant eyes.
    

    
      “I was planning to meet you after hearing you saved my son, but I didn’t expect to run into you here!”  
    

    
      “…Huh?”
    

    
      Gerard’s expression turned confused.  
    

    
      Something was off.  
    

    
      He didn’t expect to meet here?
    

    
      ‘…He didn’t come to see me?’
    

    
      Then why was he at the cathedral…
    

    
      “Anyway, Academy rumors are unreliable, aren’t they, Your Excellency?”
    

    
      Gerard’s body froze at that moment.  
    

    
      A detail about Marquis Wagner surfaced in his mind.
    

    
      Marquis Wagner was the head of the Summoning School.  
    

    
      But he was also the fervent right-hand man of one individual.
    

    
      And he had just addressed someone behind Gerard as “Your Excellency.”  
    

    
      There was only one person in the empire who could be called that.
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      With a stiff face, Gerard slowly turned around.
    

    
      There, under the statue of Max Obje, he stood.
    

    
      The master of the Magic Tower, the pillar upholding the empire, the continent’s strongest mage.  
    

    
      At the same time, the living embodiment of fire, who had vanquished the most evil at humanity’s forefront.
    

    
      And thus, the man Gerard had clearly designated as his “enemy” in his mind.
    

    
       
    

    
      The man he wanted to avoid most in the world stood there.
    

    
      Duke Zain, who had been gazing at the statue of the Lord, slowly lowered his eyes.
    

    
      “Gerard.”
    

    
      A low call.
    

    
      But to Gerard, it sounded like a divine verdict.
    

    

  
    Chapter 72: Chapter 72

    
      Chapter 72: Luck and Misfortune Cannot Be Distinguished
    

    
      Duke Zain stared at me intently.  
    

    
      It was an ordinary gaze.
    

    
      But perhaps because I had a guilty conscience or maybe because the ingrained defense mechanisms of this body were kicking in.
    

    
       
    

    
      My hands kept twitching, making it hard to stay still.
    

    
      "Thank you for saving Karina."
    

    
      At that moment, his voice pierced through my ears.
    

    
      "Once, whenever you wish, the Zain family will aid you. This is a promise I, Karaban, make in my name."
    

    
      In an instant, something shot toward my chest.
    

    
       
    

    
      My body reacted before my mind could process it.
    

    
      "There’s no need to dodge the Oath’s Imprint."
    

    
      But at the words of Marquis Wagner behind me, I consciously relaxed my body.
    

    
      Swish.
    

    
      The energy pierced through my chest and settled in my heart.  
    

    
      Aside from a slight sting, it didn’t hurt.  
    

    
      When I looked at Duke Zain again, he was gazing at me with a peculiar expression.
    

    
      ‘What’s going on? What’s happening right now?’
    

    
      Whether I liked it or not, I couldn’t hide my bewilderment.  
    

    
      From the moment I faced Duke Zain until now, everything had happened so quickly that it took time to process.
    

    
      Whatever it was, the outcome seemed to benefit me.  
    

    
      Duke Zain was already calling over his secretary to give some instructions.  
    

    
      And the benefits didn’t end there.
    

    
      "Look at me, losing my mind. I should repay you as well."
    

    
      Marquis Wagner, who had been holding onto me, pulled something out and handed it to me.
    

    
      "I’d love to lend you the power of my family like His Grace, but as you know, our family isn’t as influential as the Zain Duke. Heh heh. Take this instead."
    

    
      What he handed me was a Spirit Stone.
    

    
       
    

    
      Spirit Stones were treasures so valuable they were worth their weight in gold, not just for summoners who dealt with spirits but for their immense worth as talismans. 
    

    
      Their rarity made them expensive trade items.  
    

    
      But Marquis Wagner had another intention in giving me the Spirit Stone.
    

    
      "I’ve been sensing a strong spirit aura from you since earlier. Have you perhaps made a contract with a spirit?"
    

    
      I flinched inwardly but shook my head as nonchalantly as possible.
    

    
      "A spirit? I’m a swordsmanship cadet."
    

    
      "That’s why I’m asking. My nose never lies. Or perhaps you’ve recently encountered a spirit?"
    

    
      "I’m not sure, but I do recall meeting Max’s summon. Narvik, was it?"
    

    
      "Oh, you met Narvik?"
    

    
      "Yes. Anyway, thank you for the gift."
    

    
      "But…"
    

    
      Marquis Wagner seemed to want to ask more, but he stopped short.  
    

    
      Duke Zain’s secretary approached me.
    

    
      "Greetings, I am Yudro of the Zain family. Are you headed to the Academy?"
    

    
      "Yes."
    

    
      "Please follow me."
    

    
      And now, here I am.
    

    
       
    

    
      I was riding in a carriage owned by Duke Zain himself, heading to the Academy!
    

    
      Even stretching my legs fully, I couldn’t touch the opposite seat in the spacious interior, which was filled with a subtle, luxurious citrus scent.  
    

    
      High-quality wool lined the walls, and soft cowhide gently embraced my waist and hips, making it feel like I was riding on a cloud.
    

    
      Though invisible to the eye, top-tier magical arrays were likely hidden within the walls, protecting the carriage.  
    

    
      Is this what it feels like to ride in the car of a corporate tycoon?
    

    
      ‘This must be insanely expensive.’
    

    
      Thinking about money snapped me back to reality.  
    

    
      Looking out the window, I saw the carriage was already climbing the hill toward the Academy.  
    

    
      Seeing it with my own eyes finally eased my tension, and I felt reassured.
    

    
      ‘I survived.’
    

    
      Yes.  
    

    
      I survived.
    

    
      I survived meeting a sorcerer who leads the eradication of evil.  
    

    
      Of course, I hadn’t committed any crimes.  
    

    
      In fact, I was the benefactor who saved his daughter.
    

    
      But the overwhelming aura he unconsciously exuded was beyond imagination.  
    

    
      It was an energy forged naturally from burning countless evils.  
    

    
      That alone wouldn’t have been a problem, but the issue was that this villainous body of Gerard’s instinctively reacted to that aura, putting me on guard.
    

    
      ‘To put it simply, I was scared shitless. Damn it.’
    

    
      It had nothing to do with my will.  
    

    
      I even tried to block the Oath’s Imprint sent by Duke Zain.  
    

    
      I don’t know how Duke Zain and Marquis Wagner saw that reaction.
    

    
      ‘Now that I think about it, Marquis Wagner is a concern too. Who knew he had such a keen nose to detect a spirit’s scent?’
    

    
      I’d only know that if I’d dealt with summoners before.  
    

    
      Even during my time as a ‘player,’ I didn’t have much interaction with summoners, so I didn’t know much about them.
    

    
      ‘Still, thanks to Max Wagner’s summon, Narvik, I think I managed to brush it off.’
    

    
      But that didn’t mean I didn’t need to be cautious.
    

    
      ‘Did I handle it well?’
    

    
      Reflecting on it, the situation was so chaotic that I couldn’t recall the details clearly.
    

    
      ‘Whatever. Let’s think positively.’
    

    
      I placed my hand over my chest.  
    

    
      Within it was the promise Duke Zain had personally inscribed.
    

    
      Marquis Wagner’s Spirit Stone was an incredible gift, no doubt.  
    

    
      But Duke Zain’s promise was a power unlike any other, a cheat code in itself.  
    

    
      It was on a completely different level from Karina Zain’s verbal promise.  
    

    
      It felt so reassuring, like I held a trump card.
    

    
      ‘If he’d noticed anything strange about me, he wouldn’t have given me this.’
    

    
      And that wasn’t all.  
    

    
      Through this incident, I fully mastered the use of [Dark Sprint].  
    

    
      Considering I faced monsters among those I classified as ‘enemies,’ this was a tremendous success.
    

    
      "Still, let’s not meet again."
    

    
      I leaned back on the plush sofa and closed my eyes.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      "What do you think, Your Grace?"
    

    
      Duke Zain, Karaban, let out a faint chuckle at Marquis Wagner’s question.
    

    
      Malion Wagner.
    

    
       
    

    
      His younger brother and close friend, who had followed him since childhood, occasionally omitted the subject when asking questions.
    

    
       
    

    
      And that habit surfaced whenever he was deeply intrigued by something.
    

    
      What could that something be?  
    

    
      They were on their way back from visiting Karina at the Cathedral.  
    

    
      But it wasn’t Karina he was interested in.  
    

    
      Why would he suddenly care about Karina, whom he’d seen plenty of since childhood?
    

    
      "Hm? Why are you laughing?"
    

    
      "Because it’s funny."
    

    
      "Come on, I want to laugh too. What is it? Tell me."
    

    
      Because you’re funny.
       
    

    
      Swallowing the words, Duke Zain lightly shook his head and asked,
    

    
      "What do you think?"
    

    
      "Well, I was a bit surprised. No, honestly, I was very surprised. Even for a highly perceptive swordsman, reacting to Your Grace’s aura is no easy feat. But that guy not only noticed it right away but even put up his guard."
    

    
      As expected, his interest was in Gerard.
    

    
       
    

    
      The 888th cadet they met as soon as they arrived at the Cathedral.
    

    
      "That’s amusing enough, but the fact that he even tried to block it is even funnier. Heh heh."
    

    
      Coldly speaking, Duke Zain’s act of sending out his aura without a word was undoubtedly wrong. 
    

    
       
    

    
      But he didn’t say anything because there was no malice.  
    

    
      In fact, it was out of goodwill that Duke Zain sent the Oath’s Imprint without explanation.  
    

    
      There was also a degree of ingrained authority in his actions.
    

    
      But what happened next was astonishing.  
    

    
      Gerard had reacted to Duke Zain’s aura.
    

    
      ‘A cadet who hasn’t even graduated from the Academy detected the aura of a Grand Mage.’
    

    
      How incredible was this?
    

    
       
    

    
      If this were reported to Royal Dream for an article, their credibility and stock would plummet instantly.  
    

    
      No one would believe it.  
    

    
      Even the two who witnessed it were still half-doubting it.
    

    
      Sorcerers.  
    

    
      From the moment they’re called Mages, they can execute spells and incantations quickly and covertly.  
    

    
      Naturally, Duke Zain, a Grand Mage, manipulated mana so swiftly and subtly that even high-ranking knights would miss it.
    

    
      ‘Yet a cadet who hasn’t graduated from the Academy caught my aura. Unbelievable.’
    

    
      Even before Marquis Wagner’s question, Duke Zain had been pondering this.
    

    
      ‘I heard he was a mess until last year.’
    

    
      Could it be a coincidence?  
    

    
      That seemed more realistic.  
    

    
      It wasn’t a perfect detection; perhaps he was just overly sensitive from the previous night’s events.  
    

    
      Though he’d been standing out recently, it was hard to believe a mere cadet had the skills of a high-ranking knight.  
    

    
      Then Marquis Wagner spoke.
    

    
      "Now that I think about it, that guy took down the Head Collector alone, didn’t he? The Head Collector, who even killed Sir Rockwell, the Spear of the West. Does that mean Gerard is stronger than Sir Rockwell? Hmm."
    

    
      Duke Zain shook his head.
    

    
       
    

    
      Fights depend on the environment and circumstances, and outcomes can’t be judged solely by results.
    

    
      Rockwell was a high-ranking knight who surpassed Aura Expert long ago, while Cave and Sabo were, at best, beginner Experts.  
    

    
      Investigations revealed Rockwell was ambushed dishonorably by the Head Collector and the holy Sabo, two villains.  
    

    
      However.
    

    
      ‘It might not be a coincidence.’
    

    
      Both those villains were killed by Gerard. 
    

    
       
    

    
      That meant Gerard was at least at the Aura Expert level.
    

    
      ‘No.’
    

    
      He might be even stronger.
    

    
      ‘If he’s hiding his strength.’
    

    
      Duke Zain considered the possibility that Gerard was concealing his power.  
    

    
      Curiously, everything fell into place when he thought that way.
    

    
      ‘Why is he hiding his strength?’
    

    
      Duke Zain was curious.
    

    
      ‘It’s a pity. If this guy hadn’t intervened, I could’ve seen Gerard’s skills more clearly.’
    

    
      These thoughts weren’t exclusive to Duke Zain.
    

    
      "Haha. I’m still curious. If I hadn’t stopped him, how would he have reacted?"
    

    
      Seeing Marquis Wagner express the same regret, Duke Zain curled the corner of his mouth.
    

    
      "A needle in a pocket will eventually poke through. We’ll find out in time."
    

    
      "Hahaha! Well said!"
    

    
      Normally, he wouldn’t care about the Academy’s affairs.  
    

    
      But today, a slight interest had sparked.
    

    
      "By the way, what will he use Your Grace’s Imprint for? Honestly, that’s what I’m most curious about."
    

    
      "…"
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      "Phew. I’m freaking exhausted."
    

    
      As soon as I arrived at the Academy, I returned to the dormitory.
    

    
       
    

    
      I wanted to collapse onto the bed, but I couldn’t.  
    

    
      After a cold shower, I sat at my desk and opened my notebook.  
    

    
      I began listing the gains and changes from this incident.
    

    
      1. I finally completely dispelled Karina’s suspicions toward me.  
    

    
      2. As an extension of the first, by perfectly resolving the hostage crisis, I moved further away from being a suspect as a thief.  
    

    
      Moreover, my honor and fame rose as the hero who resolved the hostage crisis.
    

    
      I had read Royal Dream at the Cathedral.  
    

    
      The hostage crisis at the Academy and my name and photo were plastered across every article.  
    

    
      I came straight to the dormitory, so I hadn’t felt it yet, but I’d probably notice the change once I stepped outside.
    

    
      "No more ‘failure’ label. Good job, Gerard. You worked hard."
    

    
      It felt like I’d finally cleaned up all the mess left by this body’s previous owner.  
    

    
      It was refreshing.
    

    
      "Next, number 3."
    

    
      Growth.  
    

    
      By dealing with Sabo and the Dark Clerics, my level increased by 1.
    

    
      4. Additionally, weakening the cult’s power was another gain, big or small.
    

    
      And 5, the complete mastery of [Dark Sprint].  
    

    
      Plus, the Spirit Stone from the Cathedral and Duke Zain’s Imprint.
    

    
      "Did my prayers yesterday actually work?"
    

    
      But there was a slight concern.  
    

    
      Wasn’t I taking too much for myself?
    

    
      Think about it.  
    

    
      I stopped the beast incident, took down Cave, Narsi, and now Sabo.  
    

    
      Those were supposed to be the tasks of the protagonist, Ivan, and his companions, but in this worldline, I took them all.  
    

    
      In other words, I ‘stole’ all the experience points that were meant to fuel their growth.
    

    
      And that’s not all.  
    

    
      I’ve already met the Dean, Duke Zain, and Marquis Wagner, building connections, and Royal Dream keeps mentioning my name in articles.
    

    
      It feels like everything meant for the protagonist, Ivan, is coming to me.
    

    
      Sure, I resolved to do whatever it takes to survive.  
    

    
      But I’m starting to worry I might end up stealing the protagonist’s title.
    

    
      So, I couldn’t help but wonder.
    

    
      "Where the hell is Ivan, and what is that guy doing?"
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      Chapter 73: The True Protagonist
    

    
      ---
    

    
      I headed straight for the Student Affairs Office.
    

    
      As soon as I opened the door, one of the staff members looked at me and muttered.
    

    
      “…Huh? It’s Gerard.”
    

    
      That was the start.
    

    
      “Gerard?”
    

    
      “What? Gerard, you say?”
    

    
      The guys in the Student Affairs Office, who had been working, stopped like meerkats and raised their heads.
    

    
      They let out cheers as if they’d been waiting for this moment.
    

    
      “Kiyaaah! Villain Hunter Gerard makes his grand entrance!”
    

    
      “Whoa! He’s finally here! Our protagonist!”
    

    
      “We’ve been waiting for you!”
    

    
      …Did they all take some kind of drug together?
    

    
      What’s with this sudden reaction?
    

    
      “Quick, spill it!”
    

    
      A bespectacled staff member, who had approached me without me noticing, grabbed my arm.
    

    
      “Huh? Spill what?”
    

    
      “What else? Obviously, the spectacular and 
      steamy
       story from the Blue Dragon Hall!”
    

    
      I get the spectacular part.
    

    
      But what’s with the 
      steamy
       bit?
    

    
      Looking around, I saw the guys in the office flaring their nostrils as they stared at me.
    

    
      ‘What the hell. This is creepy.’
    

    
      The bespectacled staff member urged me again.
    

    
      “Come on, tell us already!”
    

    
      “Didn’t you see the Royal Dream?”
    

    
      “We did. But we want a story as fresh as a fish just pulled from the water.”
    

    
      “We want it!”
    

    
      I chuckled to myself.
    

    
      ‘Now I see. They’re all my fans.’
    

    
      It’s a bit annoying that it’s just a bunch of guys, but I’m a man who takes fan service seriously.
    

    
      I checked the time.
    

    
      I had a free period anyway, and with plenty of time to spare and nothing else to do, this worked out perfectly.
    

    
      I grabbed a chair and said,“Okay. Then gather around me. Right now.”
    

    
      “Yes, sir! Form up!”
    

    
      “Form up!”
    

    
      Led by the bespectacled staff member, three staff members hurriedly gathered around me.
    

    
      “Hmm. Where should I start? How about I begin with what happened after I met Karina Zain?”
    

    
      “Nice! That’s perfect!”
    

    
      “So, I found Sabo and the villains not long after meeting Karina at the Blue Dragon Hall. While we were talking, I got a weird feeling, so I stepped outside first, and guess what…”
    

    
      I mixed some truth with a bit of embellishment and spun the story.
    

    
      “And then? What happened next?”
    

    
      “So, I smashed through the window! And I shouted, ‘Everyone, freeze!’ Just in time, too, because Karina was one step away from being in real danger.”
    

    
      “Gasp! No way, was that when she got hurt?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “How’s Karina doing now? Is she okay?”
    

    
      “Yeah. If anything, she’s 
      too
       healthy. Anyway, don’t derail the story—focus on me.”
    

    
      When I finished telling the story, the audience’s reaction was oddly lukewarm.
    

    
      The bespectacled staff member asked me,
    

    
      “But why didn’t you talk about 
      that
      ?”
    

    
      “Talk about what?”
    

    
      “Why you and Karina were at the Blue Dragon Hall together and what you two were doing there. That’s the most important part.”
    

    
      “Exactly!”
    

    
      “Yeah, yeah, I was curious about that too!”
    

    
      The staff members were shaking their heads, practically snorting with excitement.
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      Now I understood what these guys 
      really
       wanted.
    

    
      This is exactly the problem with a bunch of dudes.
    

    
      “I can’t tell you that.”
    

    
      “What!? Why not!?”
    

    
      “Because I’d need Karina’s permission too? I can’t just go blabbing about someone’s private life when they’re not even here.”
    

    
      “Ohh…”
    

    
      The guys looked beyond disappointed—they were practically devastated.
    

    
      “For the record, it’s not what you’re all thinking. Karina and I aren’t like that.”
    

    
      “Then why were you at the Blue Dragon Hall?”
    

    
      “It’s a secret.”
    

    
      “Ugh, you’re so stingy.”
    

    
      I smirked.
    

    
      ‘At least there’s no talk about Yuria, so it seems the two-timing rumors have been cleared up.’
    

    
      That was a relief.
    

    
      But one thing puzzled me: these guys had no idea why Karina and I were at the Blue Dragon Hall.
    

    
      Yesterday, Karina had clearly confessed her mistake to the Vice-Dean and department heads.
    

    
      She admitted she suspected me of being Shadow’s master, which is why we met.
    

    
      If so, that topic should’ve come up at the council meeting, and Baron Tesda would’ve known about it, along with the rest of the faculty.
    

    
      ‘Now that I think about it, Royal Dream only mentioned me, not Karina.’
    

    
      Was it suppressed?
    

    
      It’s entirely possible.
    

    
      If that story got out, it would seriously tarnish the Zain Ducal Family’s image.
    

    
      It was a funny situation—Karina admitted her mistake, but those around her were insisting it wasn’t true.
    

    
      ‘That’s why background matters.’
    

    
      For me, having cleared Karina’s suspicions, it wasn’t my problem anymore.
    

    
      It might even be cleaner for everyone if it was handled this way.
    

    
      “Hey? Baron Tesda!”
    

    
      “You’re back, sir?”
    

    
      At that moment, Baron Tesda, who had been out, returned.
    

    
      “Gerard? What brings you here?”
    

    
      Baron Tesda’s eyes widened the moment he saw me.
    

    
      “Are you feeling okay? You should’ve rested another day.”
    

    
      “I’m fine. I also had something to ask.”
    

    
      “Alright? Then let’s head inside.”
    

    
      We moved to Baron Tesda’s office.
    

    
      As soon as I sat down, I asked about how Karina’s situation was being handled.
    

    
      And, as expected, it was just as I thought.
    

    
      Karina’s mistake would be covered up.
    

    
      That was the conclusion of the council meeting among the Vice-Dean and department heads.
    

    
      “I understand. From your perspective, as someone directly affected, it might feel a bit unfair. But we’re worried about straining relations with the Zain family. Especially after the hostage incident where Karina got hurt, the Academy’s in a tough spot with them.”
    

    
      The Academy, mindful of the noble families.
    

    
      And schools, mindful of parents.
    

    
      This place wasn’t so different from reality.
    

    
      “I feel bad for you.”
    

    
      Baron Tesda didn’t hide his guilt toward me.
    

    
      “It’s fine. I’m not clueless about how these things work.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “By the way, was the Dean at the council meeting?”
    

    
      “No. Dean Bell Toro didn’t attend.”
    

    
      I was just curious.
    

    
      Would the outcome have been the same if Dean Bell Toro had been there?
    

    
      “And what about Shadow?”
    

    
      “That’s also being kept secret.”
    

    
      “Huh? Why?”
    

    
      “Their appearance could cause major unrest in the Frey Empire. You might not understand, but it’s a serious matter. It’s not even confirmed yet. It’s too early.”
    

    
      I nodded, muttering to myself.
    

    
      ‘Nice.’
    

    
      If they’re keeping it secret on their own, that’s a win for me.
    

    
      “But why are you asking about that all of a sudden?”
    

    
      “Just curious.”
    

    
      Baron Tesda narrowed his eyes.
    

    
      “Why are you looking at me like that? I was there and heard it all anyway. You’d have to tell me eventually.”
    

    
      “Still, keep your mouth shut. Coordinate with Karina.”
    

    
      I gave the excuse I’d prepared.
    

    
      “I’m just gonna say we ran into each other at the Blue Dragon Hall while running an errand. Please tell the staff the same.”
    

    
      “Got it. Is that all you wanted to ask?”
    

    
      “Oh, one more thing.”
    

    
      I clapped my hands and asked,
    

    
      “Do you know what Ivan’s been up to lately?”
    

    
      Baron Tesda blinked.
    

    
      “Shouldn’t you, who takes classes with him, know better than me?”
    

    
      He had a point, and I didn’t have a comeback.
    

    
      I scratched my head.
    

    
      “Lately, I’ve been so caught up with my own stuff that I haven’t paid much attention to the juniors. Haha.”
    

    
      “Hmm. I don’t know much, but I heard he’s been hanging out with Yuria a lot lately.”
    

    
      I was shocked and asked,“Yuria?”
    

    
      “Yeah, you punk.”
    

    
      “Who said that?”
    

    
      “Chaser Idna told me.”
    

    
      Chaser Idna, the swordsmanship instructor for the 890th class.
    

    
      A pretty reliable source.
    

    
      ‘Damn it… The guy destined to save the world is messing around with romance at the Academy?’
    

    
      My fists trembled.
    

    
      At the same time, my head started spinning.
    

    
      Is this my fault too?
    

    
      Since I’ve been stealing all the spotlight, did Ivan, with nothing else to do, get distracted by romance?
    

    
      If that’s the case, how should I handle this?
    

    
      Should I call Yuria right now and tell her to stay away from Ivan?
    

    
      Tell her that Ivan has a greater mission, so she shouldn’t get in the way?
    

    
      Or should I just take Yuria for myself?
    

    
      ‘No, wait. Yuria was already mine.’
    

    
      To be fair, I didn’t have the right to dictate what she did.
    

    
      A mission?
    

    
      It’s laughable to bring that up when, in the original story, Ivan manages to balance both love and his mission.
    

    
      In the original, he catches both rabbits—mission and romance.
    

    
      The thing is, 
      Frey
       is fundamentally an Academy-themed game.
    

    
      And the core of an Academy story is the romantic tension with heroines.
    

    
      In other words, Ivan falling in love doesn’t mean the world will end or anything like that.
    

    
      ‘Damn it.’
    

    
      Fine, let’s be honest.
    

    
      I’m just pissed off for no real reason.
    

    
      I don’t know why.
    

    
      It just feels bad.
    

    
      ‘How dare he try to steal Yuria, who I’ve been carefully grooming as my right-hand woman.’
    

    
      Now that I think about it, the issue is the target.
    

    
      I wouldn’t care if it was Karina Zain, Bain Winter, Rachel, or even Professor Ilai.
    

    
      But it bothers me that it’s Yuria, the one I’ve got my eye on.
    

    
      If I had to compare it to something, it’s like a father watching his daughter get taken by some nobody.
    

    
      ‘It’s annoying.’
    

    
      I came to check on Ivan’s recent activities, but all I did was ruin my mood.
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      While Gerard was seething inside,
    

    
      Baron Tesda was looking at him with a fond smile.
    

    
      ‘This guy’s facing a trial.’
    

    
      But overcoming that trial would lead to true love.
    

    
      Pure, unwavering love and noble romance.
    

    
      And a touch of idealism.
    

    
      Those were the things that turned a foolish man into a true knight.
    

    
      Baron Tesda quietly, sincerely cheered for Gerard in his heart.
    

    
      ‘I failed, but you, Gerard, make sure you seize it.’
    

    
      The foolish sentiment of a single man past his prime.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      I didn’t head to the classroom right after leaving the Student Affairs Office.
    

    
      I sat on a bench, lost in thought.
    

    
      ‘If Yuria ends up with Ivan, what happens to me?’
    

    
      This was actually a pretty serious issue.
    

    
      Because it could mess up the plans I’d carefully laid out for the future.
    

    
      There were several reasons I chose Yuria as my right-hand woman, but they could be boiled down to three main points.
    

    
      First, she lacks a clear sense of purpose.
    

    
      Yuria didn’t come to the Academy out of some burning sense of justice, a desire to uphold her beliefs, or a need to take revenge on villains.
    

    
      She came because they offered food and shelter.
    

    
      In other words, she’s someone who could leave the Academy anytime, anywhere, without a second thought.
    

    
      Second, Yuria’s alignment between good and evil is unclear.
    

    
      She knows villains are bad, but that’s about it.
    

    
      Coming from a mercenary background, her own judgment takes precedence over good or evil, and if you had to pin her down, she leans closer to chaotic.
    

    
      Third, talent.
    

    
      This is the biggest reason. 
    

    
      She shows incredible talent in both swordsmanship and magic, making her a prime candidate to become a magic swordsman second only to Sigaro Isaac.
    

    
      Sigaro Isaac.
    

    
      Who is he?
    

    
      One of the strongest in the 
      Frey
       world, as officially recognized by the setting guide.
    

    
      Of course, whether Yuria’s potential could reach Sigaro Isaac’s level is unknown.
    

    
      But I have a kind of certification mark that tells me her future value.
    

    
      Namely, [Gaius’s Insight].
    

    
      Yuria is a guaranteed rising stock, a surefire coin, certified by Gaius himself.
    

    
      ‘If I don’t invest, I’d be an idiot.’
    

    
      That’s why I’ve been pouring effort into her, even envisioning a future where I recruit her into Shadow instead of the Academy.
    

    
      There were no obstacles.
    

    
      If I kept building rapport, Yuria would definitely join Shadow.
    

    
      To be honest, I’d already prepared her initiation papers.
    

    
      They’re in a drawer in the Lunatic office.
    

    
      All she needs to do is sign, and she’s Shadow.
    

    
      “But damn it. What’s with that guy?”
    

    
      Ivan was the variable.
    

    
      I’ve been taking everything from him, and now this guy’s trying to take something from me.
    

    
      ‘Clueless jerk.’
    

    
      Or maybe he’s too perceptive?
    

    
      Either way, I’m feeling a serious sense of crisis.
    

    
      Aside from his commoner background, Ivan’s a guy who lacks nothing in anyone’s eyes.
    

    
      And that background doesn’t even matter anymore.
    

    
      He’s about to soar with incredible feats, and while I’m struggling to survive, he’ll catch up to me soon enough.
    

    
      ‘He’s the protagonist, after all.’
    

    
      Right. The protagonist.
    

    
      The one at the center of fate.
    

    
      All that talk about stealing the protagonist title was just a joke.
    

    
      The protagonist is decided from birth, and that wall is so high and vast that no amount of struggling will let me climb it.
    

    
      “That’s why I chose Yuria.”
    

    
      Yuria, an irregular who defied her fated death and survived.
    

    
      I planned to nurture her to one day stand as Ivan’s rival.
    

    
      “But things are turning out like this.”
    

    
      Why do I feel this shitty unease, like I’ve cooked a meal only to hand it to someone else?
    

    
      An alpha male.
    

    
      Not just any alpha male, but the King-Great-God alpha male, worshipped by the entire universe—could Yuria really resist him?
    

    
      “I need to take drastic measures.”
    

    
      It’s fine if I steal, but I can’t tolerate being stolen from.
    

    
      That’s just how life works.
    

    
      When I do it, it’s romance; when someone else does it, it’s an affair.
    

    
      “If I get stolen from, I’ll step down as the Thief Guild Master.”
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      The day was bright and warm, and at night, the air was crisp with a cool breeze.
    

    
      In other words, it was perfect weather for outdoor training.
    

    
      In my past life, around this time, the yellow dust would’ve made masks a necessity, and outdoor activities would’ve been unthinkable. 
    

    
      Who would’ve thought I’d miss that yellow dust? Life is truly unpredictable.
    

    
      Anyway, on a fine weekend like this, everyone seemed to head outside to the training grounds as if by some unspoken agreement.
    

    
      It was no different now.
    

    
      Standing in front of the main gate of the dormitory, I could see groups of cadets heading to the training grounds, each carrying their own gear.
    

    
      “Huh? Senior Gerard?”
    

    
      “Hey. Hi.”
    

    
      “Hello, Senior Gerard!”
    

    
      “Yeah. Hey.”
    

    
      “Greetings, sir!”
    

    
      “Yo.”
    

    
      “Look, it’s Senior Gerard!”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      Maybe because this was the girls’ dormitory.
    

    
      The girls, moving in groups, rushed over to greet me as soon as they spotted me. 
    

    
      Then they giggled among themselves and drifted away.
    

    
      I hesitated for a moment.
    

    
      Should I listen or not?
    

    
      I had some bad memories, and I felt like I might regret it, but eh, when did I ever care about that kind of thing?
    

    
      I sharpened my hearing and eavesdropped on their conversation.
    

    
      “This time, Senior Gerard caught another villain. He’s seriously amazing.”
    

    
      “Right? I heard he saved Karina too.”
    

    
      “I saw it with my own eyes.”
    

    
      “What? For real?”
    

    
      “Yeah. I was near the Blue Dragon Hall. It was absolute chaos. But then, bam! Senior Gerard showed up and turned the whole vibe around. I was just…”
    

    
      Hmm. The praise for me still hasn’t died down.
    

    
      It’s been three days; you’d think it’d cool off by now.
    

    
      Despite that thought, my shoulders were practically soaring.
    

    
      It was hard to keep the corners of my mouth from dancing.
    

    
      “Are all the 888th class seniors like that?”
    

    
      “No way. Don’t you know my mentor? Kalim, that guy. He’s so lazy… ugh, don’t get me started! Comparing him to Senior Gerard is almost offensive, honestly!”
    

    
      Of course, of course. 
    

    
      Comparing me to that slacker Kalim is indeed an insult to me.
    

    
      Was her name Rosaline? She’s got some sense.
    

    
      The key point here is this:My reputation has changed drastically compared to a month ago.
    

    
      A remarkable transformation. 
    

    
      Isn’t this exactly what people mean by turning over a new leaf?
    

    
      Eavesdropping was a good call.
    

    
      “I’m so jealous of that Karina girl. Getting caught up in something like that and earning merit points without even doing anything.”
    

    
      “Ugh, so jealous! When’s that kind of luck gonna come to me? Should I just start following Senior Gerard around from now on?”
    

    
      “Pfft! Go for it.”
    

    
      “But doesn’t Senior Gerard seem kinda cooler lately?”
    

    
      “Is your eyesight okay?”
    

    
      Let’s pretend I didn’t hear that last part.
    

    
      I glanced around.
    

    
      Since this was the first-year dormitory, every kid I ran into greeted me, which was starting to get annoying.
    

    
      Just then, I spotted a bench shaded by a tree.
    

    
      I went over and sat down.
    

    
      Plop.
    

    
      “I should’ve waited here from the start.”
    

    
      I was waiting for Yuria.
    

    
      Normally, Yuria would’ve been the one waiting for me in front of the guys’ dormitory. 
    

    
      But today, it seemed like she was sleeping in or something.
    

    
      So here I was, waiting for her.
    

    
      Meeting up every weekend to train together had become something of an unspoken promise for us.
    

    
      Of course, today I had another reason besides training.
    

    
      I planned to subtly probe Yuria about her relationship with Ivan.
    

    
      “But why is she so late?”
    

    
      I pulled out my pocket watch.
    

    
      It was already 20 minutes past our usual meeting time.
    

    
      “Strange. She’s never been this late.”
    

    
      Is she sick?
    

    
      I walked back to the main gate.
    

    
      Just then, two 890th-class cadets came out, and I stopped them.
    

    
      “Hey, kids, hold on.”
    

    
      “Oh! Hello, Senior Gerard!”
    

    
      “Yeah, yeah.”
    

    
      I brushed off the greetings and got to the point.
    

    
      “Have you seen Yuria?”
    

    
      “Yuria? Oh, are you waiting for her?”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      “She already left.”
    

    
      I was dumbfounded.
    

    
      “…She left?”
    

    
      “Yeah. It’s been over 30 minutes. I know because I’m in the room next to hers. Right?”
    

    
      “Yup!”
    

    
      “Uh. Thanks for now.”
    

    
      I let them go and stood there for a moment.
    

    
      Honestly, I was shocked.
    

    
      This had never happened before.
    

    
      She left? Thirty minutes ago would’ve been before I even left the dorm.
    

    
      Thinking we might’ve crossed paths, I headed to the training grounds.
    

    
      Passing the practice field where many cadets were running, I entered the training hall.
    

    
      Yuria was there.
    

    
      Sitting on a bench, staring blankly into space.
    

    
      “…For real?”
    

    
      I was about to call out to her when someone else ran up to her first.
    

    
      It was Ivan.
    

    
      ‘…’
    

    
      My steps toward Yuria stopped on their own.
    

    
      I don’t know why I stopped, but I just stood there, watching them.
    

    
      They were talking about something.
    

    
      From the way Ivan occasionally burst out laughing, the mood didn’t seem bad.
    

    
      No.
    

    
      It was actually pretty good.
    

    
      Their faces matched so well it was like a painting.
    

    
      It was straight out of a youth movie.
    

    
      I carefully turned around.
    

    
      If I joined them, the genre would shift from a youth movie to a thriller.
    

    
      ‘So, she ditched our promise to come to the training hall with Ivan?’
    

    
      It wasn’t an explicit promise.
    

    
      As I said, it was just a routine that naturally solidified because we did it every day.
    

    
      ‘But still, that’s a promise!’
    

    
      My teeth gritted on their own.
    

    
      No, getting petty about something like this at my age is ridiculous.
    

    
      I shook my head vigorously and reminded myself of my original goal.
    

    
      ‘If this keeps up, that punk will steal Yuria from me.’
    

    
      No way I’d let that happen.
    

    
      Just then.
    

    
      ‘What’s that now?’
    

    
      An unexpected scene unfolded before me.
    

    
      “Kyaha! What are you two doing here!”
    

    
      It was Rachel.
    

    
      “Oh, no way, you two…”
    

    
      “No! It’s not like that!”
    

    
      “Come on, Ivan. Denying it so loudly just makes it more suspicious!”
    

    
      I don’t know about suspicious people.
    

    
      But it was definitely a shitty combination.
    

    
      Why the hell did she pop up here?
    

    
      “Anyway, let’s start training! We made a bet, remember?”
    

    
      Rachel, bustling with energy, dragged the two of them somewhere.
    

    
      The First Training Hall, reserved for swordsmanship specialists.
    

    
      I followed them.
    

    
      One punk was bad enough, but now with a masked fox joining in, my worries piled up like a mountain.
    

    
      I didn’t know what kind of scheme innocent Yuria might fall victim to.
    

    
      The three stood in front of a punch machine.
    

    
      The punch machine was a combat magitech puppet repurposed for training.
    

    
      As the name suggests, it’s a magitech puppet that throws indiscriminate punches forward. 
    

    
      By dodging it, cadets could improve their agility, evasion, and dynamic vision.
    

    
      Rachel went first.
    

    
      The punch machine’s eyes flashed blue, and it slammed its fists together with a 
      bang bang
      .
    

    
      Blue meant difficulty level 4.
    

    
      And level 4 was no warm-up—it was a challenge even the 889th class, now in their second-year curriculum, struggled to last 10 seconds in.
    

    
      So, the cadets who had been stealing glances at the trio since they entered expressed concern when they saw the machine’s eye color.
    

    
      “Isn’t that a bit dangerous?”
    

    
      “Yeah. Shouldn’t we stop them? She might get a scratch on that pretty face.”
    

    
      “You just watch for now. If it looks dangerous, then we step in.”
    

    
      “…Are you a genius or something?”
    

    
      Unfortunately, that didn’t happen.
    

    
      Unlike what they thought, Rachel wasn’t a fragile girl or an ordinary cadet.
    

    
      At her core, she was a Dark Cleric who had stained her black sword with blood in countless battles, with a personality that went beyond an ordinary vixen to a nine-tailed fox.
    

    
      Whoosh! Whoosh! Whoosh!
    

    
      In the end, Rachel cleared the punch machine’s full 30-second duration.
    

    
      Spinning around with a smug grin, Rachel’s sweat-dampened hair, red lips, and the beauty mark beside them combined with her flashy movements to exude a charm that made onlookers’ hearts race.
    

    
      “…She’s cute.”
    

    
      “Agreed.”
    

    
      “She’s sexy.”
    

    
      “That too.”
    

    
      Idiots.
    

    
      When you see a junior move faster than you, you should feel ashamed first, not fall in love.
    

    
      “Now it’s your turn, Yuria!”
    

    
      “Oh. Okay.”
    

    
      I wasn’t too worried.
    

    
      The punch machine was Yuria’s favorite training tool, and she excelled at it.
    

    
      Ever since learning high-speed swordsmanship, you could say her days started and ended with the punch machine.
    

    
      ‘She cleared level 4 a while ago.’
    

    
      But was I mistaken?
    

    
      Pow!
    

    
      An impossible anomaly occurred.
    

    
      “Y-Yuria! Are you okay?”
    

    
      “Yuria!”
    

    
      People rushed to Yuria, who had been knocked back by a punch.
    

    
      I just watched the scene silently.
    

    
      I could still vividly recall Yuria proudly saying she’d completely mastered level 4.
    

    
      Yet now, she’d been hit and knocked down in just 8 seconds.
    

    
      A mistake?
    

    
      “I’m fine. It’s not a big deal.”
    

    
      “Yuria? You’re not trying it again, are you?”
    

    
      “Yeah. I just got distracted for a moment.”
    

    
      “Should we lower the difficulty then?”
    

    
      “I’m really fine, Ivan.”
    

    
      But Yuria got hit again and stepped back.
    

    
      This time, even faster—7 seconds.
    

    
      She didn’t fall, but she couldn’t easily lift her head after the hit.
    

    
      Her expression was blank.
    

    
      But I, who knew her well, could tell.
    

    
      Her face was full of frustration.
    

    
      “Sorry to you two, but can I train with the punch machine alone today?”
    

    
      “Huh? Of course!”
    

    
      “Do it.”
    

    
      “Sorry for bailing when we planned to train together.”
    

    
      “No, no. We totally get it. Don’t worry about us and go for it!”
    

    
      And so, Yuria took over the punch machine.
    

    
      She trained in a trance-like state.
    

    
      The other cadets, who had initially been concerned for her, soon returned to their own tasks.
    

    
      Before I knew it, I was the only one left watching her.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      “So. After watching Yuria, what’s your conclusion?”
    

    
      “She’s regressing. Definitely.”
    

    
      “The reason?”
    

    
      “Hmm. A change in her state of mind?”
    

    
      At my words, Baron Tesda nodded.
    

    
      “Certainly, a complicated state of mind can lead to regression in performance. What we commonly call a slump often starts there.”
    

    
      “Exactly.”
    

    
      I took a sip from the teacup.
    

    
      The hot tea went down smoothly, leaving no aftertaste.
    

    
      “How is it?”
    

    
      “It’s alright.”
    

    
      “You don’t know how to appreciate tea.”
    

    
      Baron Tesda, whose hobby of tea ceremony seemed out of character, clicked his tongue.
    

    
      “Just give me coffee or something.”
    

    
      “Forget it. Keep drinking and wait.”
    

    
      With that, Baron Tesda went to the kitchen.
    

    
      He’d once promised to treat me to a meal, and today was the day.
    

    
      I’d come to his house as soon as evening hit and told him about what happened earlier today.
    

    
      A meal and some counseling on the side.
    

    
      “But what could’ve caused a change in Yuria’s state of mind recently?”
    

    
      Baron Tesda’s voice came from the kitchen.
    

    
      “Isn’t it obvious? It’s because of Ivan.”
    

    
      “Ivan?”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      Ivan, the protagonist of this Academy story, could balance both work and romance, but Yuria couldn’t.
    

    
      If this continued, Yuria might fall into a slump and self-destruct.
    

    
      This wasn’t just about losing her to Ivan anymore.
    

    
      “That’s sudden. Why does Ivan come up?”
    

    
      “Haven’t you heard? Ivan and Yuria have been hanging out a lot lately.”
    

    
      “Right. Chaser’s testimony, so it’s probably reliable.”
    

    
      “When young men and women hang out together, what happens? Sparks fly, naturally.”
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      With a vague hum, Baron Tesda focused on cooking, saying no more.
    

    
      So I got up from the sofa.
    

    
      For some reason, my mouth felt bitter.
    

    
      The tea had no flavor.
    

    
      I figured I’d kill time by looking around the house until the food was ready.
    

    
      ‘But, well, there’s not much to see.’
    

    
      The house was a high-end, three-bedroom residence, but it looked empty with hardly any furniture or belongings.
    

    
      A house with only the bare essentials.
    

    
      Kindly put, it was tidy; harshly put, it felt lonely and desolate.
    

    
      ‘He’s not exactly advertising his bachelor status, so why live so pathetically?’
    

    
      If it were me, I’d rent it out or something.
    

    
      ‘Living alone in a house this big… huh?’
    

    
      As I scanned the room, my eyes landed on a picture frame on a shelf.
    

    
      Inside was a black-and-white photo of a ‘sword-wielding woman’ smiling brightly at me.
    

    
      In front of it was a small red bottle, like a ruby.
    

    
      I muttered to myself.
    

    
      “Poinsettia…?”
    

    
      Poinsettia.
    

    
      A type of stimulant.
    

    
      It lets you forget physical pain and fatigue for a while.
    

    
      In simple terms, it temporarily turns the user into a berserker who transcends physical limits.
    

    
      ‘Why’s this here? I thought it was banned in the Empire long ago.’
    

    
      Not only was its distribution banned, but the guild that manufactured it was destroyed, and the recipe was lost entirely.
    

    
      I’d only seen it in the setting guide.
    

    
      ‘If I had this, I could survive one near-death situation.’
    

    
      My brain, now fully steeped in thievery, surged with greed.
    

    
      But only for a moment.
    

    
      ‘I can’t become trash like that.’
    

    
      If it were anyone else, I’d have seriously planned the heist without a second thought.
    

    
      But this belonged to Baron Tesda, of all people.
    

    
      I cleanly let go of my greed.
    

    
      ‘The first person at the Academy to believe in me. Betraying him would be like giving up on being human.’
    

    
      No matter how life-saving the item might be, my loyalty to Baron Tesda was more important.
    

    
      ‘Just don’t get into a situation where I’d need it.’
    

    
      I stared at the frame for a moment before turning away.
    

    
      “There was a brief trend among comrades to gift poinsettias. That’s from back then.”
    

    
      Baron Tesda was standing there.
    

    
      “Poinsettia is the fairy name for winter flowers. In fairy language, poinsettia also means ‘I love you passionately.’ Pretty cool, right?”
    

    
      “…Yeah, cool.”
    

    
      “Right? It’s quite romantic. Fairies, you know.”
    

    
      Baron Tesda was smiling at the frame.
    

    
      Was it my imagination, or did he look forlorn?
    

    
      “Want it?”
    

    
      I nodded.
    

    
      “I’d take it gratefully if you gave it to me.”
    

    
      “Sorry, but I can’t give it to you, even if it’s you.”
    

    
      “…Then why ask?”
    

    
      “To tease you.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “What are you staring at? Come on. Food’s ready.”
    

    
      We sat at the dining table.
    

    
      I looked at the dishes.
    

    
      A pie that looked like it would burst with sweet apple jam if poked with a fork, bread and soup with a savory aroma that made my mouth water, and springy spaghetti.
    

    
      “Is cooking your hobby?”
    

    
      “When you live alone, you naturally pick up this level of skill.”
    

    
      There was a hint of melancholy in his reply.
    

    
      “Don’t ask more. Just eat.”
    

    
      “Yes. Oh? This is good.”
    

    
      “Glad it suits your taste.”
    

    
      It wasn’t just good.
    

    
      It was genuinely delicious, beyond what words could describe.
    

    
      I gave a thumbs-up.
    

    
      “The best. Better than every restaurant on campus combined.”
    

    
      Baron Tesda laughed.
    

    
      “The tea?”
    

    
      “That’s meh.”
    

    
      “You can’t even fake a compliment.”
    

    
      Chuckling, Baron Tesda suddenly asked with a serious expression,“So? What do you think of Yuria?”
    

    
      What do I think?
    

    
      I think of her as a reliable talent to groom as my right-hand woman in the future.
    

    
      Of course, I didn’t say that.
    

    
      “She’s a junior I care about, that’s all.”
    

    
      “Really? That’s it?”
    

    
      “Of course. Why are you suddenly asking that?”
    

    
      “Didn’t you just say it yourself? When young men and women hang out, sparks fly?”
    

    
      I did say that.
    

    
      “But doesn’t that apply to you too?”
    

    
      “…Huh?”
    

    
      “In terms of hanging out, Yuria spends more time with you than Ivan. So, by timing and logic, shouldn’t you be the trigger for her, not Ivan?”
    

    
      “Hold on, stop!”
    

    
      I put down my fork.
    

    
      I set it down so hard that some food splattered, but neither of us cared.
    

    
      Something was going very wrong with this conversation.
    

    
      “So.”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      “So, what you’re saying, Baron Tesda, is that the reason Yuria’s state of mind is complicated… is because of me, not Ivan? That’s what you’re trying to say?”
    

    
      Baron Tesda nodded.
    

    
      “Exactly.”
    

    
      I stared at him blankly.
    

    
      “What kind of nonsense is this guy spouting?”
    

    
      …Oh.
    

    
      It was so absurd that I accidentally said out loud what I meant to keep in my head.
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      I almost got beaten like a dog with a fork for saying something careless without filtering.  
    

    
      Rubbing my forehead, which had been flicked by Baron, I said,  “Why are you acting like this, seriously? Is it because of those two-timing rumors, Baron?”  
    

    
      “What are you talking about? Didn’t you say it wasn’t true?”  
    

    
      “Exactly! There’s no connection, no spark, no chemistry between me and Yuria, I swear! We’re just senior and junior, honestly.”  
    

    
      “It always starts with a senior becoming an ‘oppa,’ and an ‘oppa’ becoming a ‘honey.’ That’s how it’s always been. History proves it. Do you know how the knight couples from the Academy started? From mentor and mentee.”  
    

    
      A sigh escaped me.  
    

    
      Just…  
    

    
      I’m. Going. Crazy.  
    

    
      This guy… is the Head of Student Affairs?
       
    

    
      From what angle?
    

    
       
    

    
      How is this man supposed to guide cadets and maintain the Academy’s educational order?  
    

    
      Isn’t he just a hardcore marriage-obsessed creep?  
    

    
      “Get a grip, Baron. You’re the Head of Student Affairs right now. Do you want to get me disciplined for disrupting public morals?”  
    

    
      “Everyone on the faculty knows that relationships happen under the table at the Academy. They know and turn a blind eye and right now, I’m not sitting here as the Head of Student Affairs, 
    

    
      Gerard.”  
    

    
      “Then what?”  
    

    
      “A senior in life and this is…”  
    

    
      A wistful smile crept onto Baron’s lips.  
    

    
      “…the tearful advice of a man who’s faced bitter failure. A man—and a knight—must know how to protect what’s his. That’s it. That’s enough.”  
    

    
      Saying that, Baron downed his teacup like it was a shot of liquor.  
    

    
      “….”  
    

    
      Why did the mood suddenly get so heavy?  
    

    
      I just wanted to go home.  
    

    
      * * *  
    

    
      “Seriously, Yuria liking me?”  
    

    
      I lay on my bed.  
    

    
      “Let’s think about this logically. Why would Yuria like 
      me
      ?”  
    

    
      I didn’t even need to think logically.
    

    
       
    

    
      The face of Gerard in the mirror was just the kind of face girls would hate.  
    

    
      Gloomy, with heavy dark circles, sharp, slit-like eyes that looked intimidating and scars to top it off.  
    

    
      Was my personality any better? Nope.
    

    
       
    

    
      Even before I was transmigrated, I was a loner.  
    

    
      I’d never even spoken to a girl, and my antisocial tendencies had landed me in counseling.  
    

    
      Charm?  
    

    
      Are you kidding me?
       
    

    
      If being good at games counted as charm, then maybe I had some.  
    

    
      Hmm. Thinking about it again, I really am a guy with not even a speck of good qualities.
       
    

    
      But strangely, I couldn’t sleep.  
    

    
      The conversation I’d had with Baron earlier that evening kept swirling in my head.  
    

    
      Even as I denied it, I couldn’t help but chuckle like air was filling my lungs.  
    

    
      Why? Because it felt good.  
    

    
      Let’s be real—when the top beauty in the Academy 
      might
       have a crush on you, who wouldn’t feel good? You’d have to be a eunuch to hate that.  
    

    
      Of course, this was all just the baseless fantasy and personal wish of the old bachelor, Baron Tesda.  
    

    
      I knew it couldn’t be true, but his words had planted a seed, making me wonder “What if?” and “Could it be?”—keeping me up all night.  
    

    
      I understood Baron’s perspective, though.  
    

    
      Being alone for so long, where else would he vent his loneliness?  
    

    
      When something like this happened to a cadet he cared about, he must’ve gotten excited.  
    

    
      He never achieved it himself, so he was probably projecting onto me.  
    

    
      “But sorry, Baron. It’s not me.”  
    

    
      I was certain Yuria’s issue was Ivan.  
    

    
      The timing matched perfectly.  
    

    
      Ever since she started hanging out with Ivan, Yuria’s skills had been declining.  
    

    
      If she liked me, she would’ve shown signs of losing focus earlier, right?  
    

    
      But there had never been anything like that, no matter how hard I looked.  
    

    
      I went to talk about how to separate Ivan and Yuria, but instead of answers, I got weird talk.
       
    

    
      In the end, I just wasted time.  
    

    
      “Ugh, no sleep for me tonight.”  
    

    
      I left my room and headed to the dorm supervisor’s office.  
    

    
      The dorm supervisor, Rubinus, tilted his head when he saw me.  
    

    
      “Cadet Gerard? What’s the matter?”  
    

    
      “Can’t sleep. Can I take a walk around for a bit?”  
    

    
      “Why didn’t you say so during roll call?”  
    

    
      “Sorry.”  
    

    
      Hmm.
       Rubinus tapped the desk, then nodded willingly.  
    

    
      “I’m only allowing this because it’s you, Cadet Gerard.”  
    

    
      * * *  
    

    
      Late at night.  
    

    
      In the empty training hall, a slender shadow moved alone.  
    

    
      In front of her stood a massive punch machine, its blue eyes glinting as it swung its fists.  
    

    
      Then—  
    

    
      Thwack!
       
    

    
      With a loud sound, her figure staggered. 
    

    
      Knocked back by the impact, she bent at the waist, panting heavily.  
    

    
      “Hah! Hah!”  
    

    
      But gritting her teeth, she stood again and faced the punch machine.  
    

    
      She pressed the switch.  
    

    
      Boom! Boom!
       The punch machine unleashed a barrage of fists. 
    

    
      Exactly five seconds later, she took another hit to her shoulder and stumbled back.  
    

    
      In the end, she collapsed onto the floor.  
    

    
      The heartbeat she hadn’t noticed before now pounded loudly in her ears.  
    

    
      Her breath rose to her chin.  
    

    
      The floor felt unusually cold against her sweat-soaked back.  
    

    
      The moon, visible through the window, shimmered in her vision.  
    

    
      But soon, clouds covered it, and the training hall was enveloped in pitch-black darkness.  
    

    
      Only then did she, Yuria, begin to trace the flow of time she had pushed aside for training.  
    

    
      “What time is it?”  
    

    
      Yuria let out a deep sigh.  
    

    
      After that incident in the morning, aside from a brief stop at the dorm, she hadn’t left the punch machine.  
    

    
      Yet, there was no progress.  
    

    
      No, worse—she could feel herself regressing.  
    

    
      “Why is this happening?”  
    

    
      She asked herself, but she already knew the reason.  
    

    
      A few days ago, Gerard and Karina had gone missing.  
    

    
      From the moment she heard the full story, she felt herself growing impatient, pushing herself into a corner.  
    

    
      “Gerard-senior is amazing. How did he take down another villain?”
       
    

    
      “Right? But I’m curious about something.”
       
    

    
      “What?”
       
    

    
      “Why were Gerard-senior and Karina together in Blue Dragon Hall?”
       
    

    
      “Huh? Could they be…?”
       
    

    
      Yuria had overheard her peers’ conversation while passing by.  
    

    
      At first, she felt happy.  
    

    
      It was praise for Gerard, after all.  
    

    
      Gerard’s happiness was her happiness, and when he was praised, she felt good even though it wasn’t for her.  
    

    
      But those last words planted a massive unease in her heart.  
    

    
      Does Gerard-senior even need me?
       
    

    
      At first, she sought him out to learn more, driven by a strong desire to grow.  
    

    
      Gerard was the one who led her to the uncharted path of a magic swordsman—a mentor she respected and was grateful for.  
    

    
      But now, her thoughts had changed.  
    

    
      She didn’t need Gerard to grow.  
    

    
      She wanted to grow 
      for
       Gerard.  
    

    
      To stand shoulder-to-shoulder with him as a knight.  
    

    
      That was the dream and goal Yuria now held.  
    

    
      But—  
    

    
      It feels like Karina fits better by his side than I do.
       
    

    
      In terms of background, connections, skill, and reputation, Karina surpassed her in every way.  
    

    
      Especially hearing about that situation, it seemed Karina could even make up for Gerard’s shortcomings.  
    

    
      They said Karina played a big role in saving the hostages…
       
    

    
      And her?  
    

    
      She only called him out to train, to learn, to eat together.  
    

    
      “I’m such a burden.”  
    

    
      Muttering in a flat voice, Yuria squeezed her eyes shut.  
    

    
      She felt like she might burst into tears.  
    

    
      “What do I do?”  
    

    
      She could feel him slipping further away.  
    

    
      Gerard was still running forward.  
    

    
      Taking down villains, earning recognition from professors and faculty.  
    

    
      He’d keep climbing higher.  
    

    
      Of course, a part of her still wanted to catch up to him.  
    

    
      But when she thought of Gerard—  
    

    
      And imagined Karina standing beside him—  
    

    
      Her heart ached for some reason.  
    

    
      Is this an inferiority complex?
       
    

    
      She didn’t know.  
    

    
      What she did know was that these thoughts were piling up, chipping away at her confidence, and now even her belief in herself was breaking.  
    

    
      Stage 4. I used to clear it so easily.
       
    

    
      Now it felt like a wall.  
    

    
      She suddenly remembered the first time she cleared Stage 4.  
    

    
      Gerard’s expression, his tone, his voice—they were still vivid in her mind.  
    

    
      That longing slipped out of her mouth unconsciously.  
    

    
      “I knew you could do it.”  
    

    
      Yes.  
    

    
      That’s what he’d said.  
    

    
      Words she wanted to hear again.  
    

    
      The voice she needed most right now.  
    

    
      Then—  
    

    
      “Do what?”  
    

    
      Yuria’s eyes snapped open.  
    

    
      “Senior?!”  
    

    
      There, standing before her, was Gerard.  
    

    
      * * *  
    

    
      I had a hunch and came to check, and sure enough, she was here.  
    

    
      I walked over to Yuria, who was frozen, staring at me from her lying position, and plopped down beside her.  
    

    
      Her head jerked stiffly to follow my movement—somehow, it was kind of funny.  
    

    
      “Asleep?”  
    

    
      “No, I was just… resting after training.”  
    

    
      Yuria sat up.  
    

    
      She was drenched in sweat, looking like a mess.  
    

    
      Her clothes were covered in dust and torn in places.  
    

    
      The punch machine’s punches weren’t that strong, so this meant she’d been hit and knocked down a lot.  
    

    
      Has she been training this whole time?
       
    

    
      Come to think of it, though I called her my right arm, I hadn’t paid her proper attention lately, using various excuses.  
    

    
      Then I heard the faint rustle of her clothes.  
    

    
      Yuria had buried her face between her knees.  
    

    
      In a quiet voice, she asked, “You saw, right? Today.”  
    

    
      If she meant her struggling with the punch machine, yeah, I saw.  
    

    
      “What do I do? I’ve been practicing since earlier, but I’m not getting better. It feels like I’m falling further and further behind.”  
    

    
      I glanced at her. 
    

    
       
    

    
      Her voice was trembling unsteadily at the edges.  
    

    
      “My peers say it’s a slump. That everyone goes through it. That just like our seniors overcame it, we can too. But, senior, I’m scared. What if I keep falling like this? What if I can’t…”  
    

    
      Overwhelmed by emotion, she paused.  
    

    
      Then, exhaling lightly, she finished,“…keep the promise I made with you? I’m worried.”  
    

    
      I tilted my head.  
    

    
      “Promise?”  
    

    
      “You forgot? I promised to help you earn merit points through the mentor system.”  
    

    
      Oh, right. I remembered.  
    

    
      We’d made that deal in the beginning.  
    

    
      In exchange for being her mentor, Yuria would aim for an excellence award in the mentor system to help me.  
    

    
      I’d forgotten because my perspective and expectations of Yuria had changed so much since then.  
    

    
      “You forgot, didn’t you?”  
    

    
      “Hm? No, I wasn’t worried because I believed you’d definitely keep it.”  
    

    
      Yuria stared at me intently.  
    

    
      Her obsidian-like eyes demanded the truth.  
    

    
      I instinctively knew.  
    

    
      If I lost this staring contest, the mood would go straight to hell.  
    

    
      …Luckily, I won.  
    

    
      [Focused Gaze] for the win.  
    

    
      “Ow, my eyes.”  
    

    
      Yuria closed her eyes.  
    

    
      Tears streamed down her cheeks.  
    

    
      She wiped her face with her sleeve.  
    

    
      “Tch, this is just because my eyes hurt. I’m not crying.”  
    

    
      “Didn’t think you were.”  
    

    
      “Anyway.”  
    

    
      Yuria buried her face in her knees again.  
    

    
      “I don’t think I can keep that promise. I feel like I’m going to betray your trust. You believed in me, but I’m too lacking, too talentless to live up to your expectations.”  
    

    
      Her despair and gloom felt like they could burrow into the ground and shatter it.  
    

    
      At this level of negativity, I briefly wondered if she’d turn into a demon or something.  
    

    
      Then I fell into thought.  
    

    
      Setting emotions aside, I analyzed the situation as objectively as possible.  
    

    
      What? Was it really because of me?
       
    

    
      Bullshit, my mind was a chaotic mess of emotions doing backflips.  
    

    
      Not because of Ivan?
       
    

    
      I wasn’t showing it, but I was freaking out inside.  
    

    
      Calm down, Gerard. It’s because of me, but that doesn’t mean she likes me.
       
    

    
      Or does it?
    

    
       
    

    
      If she has good feelings for me, isn’t that why she’s so desperate to keep her promise?  
    

    
      My head was a mess.  
    

    
      But I knew one thing—this was a big deal.  
    

    
      My reason was wandering aimlessly, thrown off by this unexpected situation.  
    

    
      At least it wasn’t because of Ivan, so I felt good about that.  
    

    
      But…  
    

    
      Was it because of the seed Baron planted earlier?  
    

    
      Or had I been gaslit in the meantime? His words kept replaying in my head.  
    

    
      “Didn’t you say it yourself? When young men and women hang out together, feelings develop.”
       
    

    
      “If we’re talking about hanging out, Yuria’s spent more time with you than Ivan. Doesn’t that mean, in terms of timing and logic, you’re the trigger, not Ivan?”
       
    

    
      “Do you know how the knight couples from the Academy started? From mentor and mentee.”
       
    

    
      Back then, I denied Baron’s words, but maybe deep down, I’d been holding onto a sliver of hope.  
    

    
      That hope, once sparked, was growing stronger by the second.  
    

    
      “Yuria.”  
    

    
      “Yes?”  
    

    
      Thinking about it, this was something I needed to clarify now, for the sake of the future.  
    

    
      So I asked straight up, no hesitation.  
    

    
      “Do you like me?”  
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      Yuria’s pupils were trembling wildly as she looked at me.  
    

    
      Oh no. Could it be?  
    

    
      For real—  
    

    
      “No?”  
    

    
      Of course not.  
    

    
      Ugh, damn Baron for this.  
    

    
      “Why would you think that?”  
    

    
      Cursing Baron inwardly, I quickly answered.  
    

    
      “Just… I was wondering.”  
    

    
      “I do like you.”  
    

    
      “Huh? Really?”  
    

    
      “Yes. But it’s not that kind of rational affection. It’s just as a senior. I’ve received a lot from you, so isn’t it normal to feel that way?”  
    

    
      “Y-yeah, right?”  
    

    
      “Yes.”  
    

    
      I scratched my head awkwardly as Yuria nodded.  
    

    
      Her response was so firm it felt like she was a robot.  
    

    
      “Did I misunderstand? When you said ‘like,’ you meant as person-to-person, right? If I took it as something romantic…”  
    

    
      I waved my hands.  
    

    
      “No, no.”  
    

    
      “What about you, senior?”  
    

    
      “Me? Of course I like you.”  
    

    
      “……”  
    

    
      No response.  
    

    
      Is she mad? She’s already struggling, and I asked her something pointless.
       
    

    
      I stole a glance at her.
    

    
       
    

    
      Yuria was still staring at me.  
    

    
      No, wait—something felt off. 
    

    
      When I looked again, she wasn’t looking at me but staring intently behind me.  
    

    
      What’s back there? There’s nothing.
       
    

    
      Her gaze was nailed to the spot, refusing to budge.  
    

    
      Her lips were tightly pressed, and her cheeks were slightly flushed.  
    

    
      She stood there, frozen like a broken doll.  
    

    
      “Yuria! Yuria?”  
    

    
      “Ah! Yes?”  
    

    
      When I waved my hand, her eyes finally met mine.  
    

    
      “What’s wrong? Are you mad?”  
    

    
      “No! Not at all!”  
    

    
      “?”  
    

    
      What? Is she mad or not?  
    

    
      “No, it’s nothing!”  
    

    
      Yuria brushed off her pants and stood up.  
    

    
      She definitely looked like something was off.  
    

    
      Yet, in that state, she stood in front of the punch machine again.  
    

    
      “Anyway! I can’t deny that I’m holding you back right now.”  
    

    
      “You’re not going to keep at that, are you?”  
    

    
      “Yes. You go back first, seniori.”  
    

    
      I shut my mouth. 
    

    
       
    

    
      I wanted to say something encouraging to boost her confidence, but I knew it would be pointless.  
    

    
      The root of Yuria’s slump was her rock-bottom self-esteem.  
    

    
      And that wasn’t something a few words could fix.  
    

    
      She has to realize it herself.
       
    

    
      If she couldn’t overcome this, Yuria wouldn’t move forward for a long time.  
    

    
      Worst case, maybe never.  
    

    
      Why did they have to say that kind of stuff?
       
    

    
      I wanted to track down those faceless peers Yuria overheard and give them a piece of my mind.  
    

    
      But I knew.  
    

    
      Even without them, Yuria’s slump would’ve come eventually.  
    

    
      I was going to keep climbing higher.  
    

    
      As a thief or a cadet.  
    

    
      To survive here, I had no choice but to keep ascending.  
    

    
      And the same applied to those who would become my comrades.  
    

    
      They had to climb with me.  
    

    
      Bang! Bang!
       
    

    
      Yuria was already facing the punch machine again.  
    

    
      She looked strong, but inside, she was fragile beyond measure.  
    

    
      Right now, she was like a glass cup that would shatter with a single tap.  
    

    
      Yet, Yuria wasn’t giving up.  
    

    
      She wasn’t stagnating, constantly striving and struggling to keep up with me.  
    

    
      Then I need to pull her up.
       
    

    
      How?  
    

    
      Not the punch machine.  
    

    
      She needed a more direct, dramatic trigger.  
    

    
      Something that involved a bit of risk.  
    

    
      I can’t pit her against Karina. Ugh.
       
    

    
      “Ugh.”  
    

    
      At that moment, Yuria couldn’t dodge in time and took a hit to her shoulder, falling.  
    

    
      But she got up again, striking a pose.  
    

    
      Watching her, a memory suddenly flashed through my mind.  
    

    
      That’s it!
       
    

    
      I stood up and grabbed Yuria’s wrist.  
    

    
      “Come with me for a sec.”  
    

    
      “Huh? Senior!?”  
    

    
      I led her to the training ground, not far from the training hall.  
    

    
      “This is… the training ground?”  
    

    
      Yuria muttered, looking at the wall and the “No Entry” sign.
    

    
       
    

    
      The training ground was exactly that—a place solely for cadets’ combat practice.  
    

    
      It was filled with hazardous materials, so entry was forbidden outside of class hours or without a professor’s supervision.  
    

    
      “From what I see, you’ve already mastered the punch machine training. I’ll teach you the next lesson. In there.”  
    

    
      “But I couldn’t even clear Stage 4 just now.”  
    

    
      “That’s temporary and to overcome a slump, you can’t keep doing what you’ve already done.”  
    

    
      “Then what?”  
    

    
      I pointed beyond the training ground.  
    

    
      “Challenge a higher limit.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Wait, senior. If we get caught going in there, we’ll get disciplined!”  
    

    
      It’s fine.  
    

    
      Just don’t get caught.  
    

    
      “I told you clearly. To overcome your limits, you have to challenge them. If you don’t want to, go back and keep playing with the punch machine.”  
    

    
      “Challenge…?”  
    

    
      “Yeah.”  
    

    
      Hmm.
       Yuria chewed her lip, lost in thought.  
    

    
      But it didn’t last long.  
    

    
      Clenching both fists, she shouted,  
    

    
      “I’ll do it! Challenge!”  
    

    
      Suppressing a laugh, I leaped onto the wall in one bound.  
    

    
      I reached down.  
    

    
      “Jump. I’ll catch you.”  
    

    
      Yuria nodded.  
    

    
      Running toward me, she looked up and jumped with all her might.  
    

    
      “Hup!”  
    

    
      I grabbed her outstretched hand and pulled her up.  
    

    
      For a moment, our faces were so close our breaths almost mingled.  
    

    
      I turned my head aside.  
    

    
      To make space for Yuria to climb up comfortably.  
    

    
      That’s when I heard it.  
    

    
      A small whisper brushing past my ear.  
    

    
      “This really makes us feel like thieves.”  
    

    
      Glancing over at her playful tone, I saw Yuria standing beside me, grinning.  
    

    
      “So it’s kind of thrilling.”  
    

    
      It was then that I felt the warmth of her hand in mine.  
    

    
      Oh. I’m still holding her hand…
       
    

    
      But.  
    

    
      Her hand twitched but didn’t pull away.  
    

    
      In fact, it felt like she was gripping tighter than before. Was that my imagination?  
    

    
      “…Let’s go down.”  
    

    
      “Okay.”  
    

    
      It was strange.  
    

    
      I’d done countless operations, and compared to those, this was nothing.  
    

    
      Why am I so nervous?
       
    

    
      Truly, it was baffling.  
    

    
      * * *  
    

    
      We entered the training ground.  
    

    
      Yuria probably hadn’t been here except during late-night mock battles.  
    

    
      She must’ve been curious about everything, but she silently followed behind me.  
    

    
      She didn’t even ask where we were going or what the new training was.  
    

    
      We walked like that.  
    

    
      No words, no conversation.  
    

    
      Until we reached our destination.  
    

    
      A gaping hole, like a sinkhole, was in the middle of the ground.  
    

    
      It was wide enough for one person to enter.  
    

    
      Yuria probably couldn’t see clearly in the dark, but with [Night Vision], I could see the staircase leading underground.  
    

    
      “Is this an underground dungeon?”  
    

    
      “Yep. Down there is the perfect training for you right now. Or rather, a trial.”  
    

    
      “Trial? Is it dangerous?”  
    

    
      “Dangerous, yeah. The training ground is for honing cadets’ combat and survival skills. You could get seriously hurt, or if you’re unlucky, die.”  
    

    
      Accidents resulting in death weren’t uncommon at the Academy.  
    

    
      The most dangerous times were off-campus activities, followed by training ground exercises.  
    

    
      “What? Scared all of a sudden?”  
    

    
      “Not at all.”  
    

    
      Yuria answered louder than before, shaking her head vigorously.  
    

    
      It looked like she was hypnotizing herself into believing she could do it.  
    

    
      Smiling at her resolve, I took the lead.  
    

    
      Step, step.
       
    

    
      The underground dungeon was designed for overcoming obstacles.  
    

    
      The obstacles varied.  
    

    
      Traps, mechanisms, engineering puppets.  
    

    
      Sometimes, they even put real magical beasts in to simulate crises.  
    

    
      As we descended the stairs, a long stone bridge stretched out before us.  
    

    
      It looked suspicious at a glance, but I turned and walked in the opposite direction.  
    

    
      “We’re not crossing the bridge?”  
    

    
      “Nope. We’re taking a shortcut.”  
    

    
      At the back was a tunnel that looked like the maw of a demon.  
    

    
      At the end of it was a massive boulder.  
    

    
      If we’d tried crossing the bridge, that boulder would’ve come rolling toward us with a deafening roar.  
    

    
      I reached the middle of the tunnel and felt along the wall.  
    

    
      Finding a recessed groove, I pulled, revealing a hidden passage.  
    

    
      It was a path used by faculty or staff.  
    

    
      “Come in.”  
    

    
      Yuria asked with a dumbfounded expression.  
    

    
      “How do you know about this shortcut?”  
    

    
      “Spend three years here, and you’ll figure it out too.”  
    

    
      Of course, I knew because I was a veteran, but it wasn’t a complete lie.  
    

    
      You’d learn about it later in dungeon studies.  
    

    
      We arrived at the Room of Cooperation.  
    

    
      Standing before the door, I gave Yuria a brief explanation.  
    

    
      “There’s a golem in there.”  
    

    
      Yuria’s eyes widened.  
    

    
      Golem.  
    

    
      An ancient war machine far beyond any magitech puppet, not a magical beast but a soulless monster capable of greater destruction than one, depending on its master’s intent.  
    

    
      “Of course, it’s not the real deal from legends or history. It’s a stone golem modified by the research institute for cadets. You know there are different types of golems, right? This is the weakest one.”  
    

    
      “You scared me. I thought it was real.”  
    

    
      “Come on, they wouldn’t turn all the cadets into mincemeat. But don’t underestimate it. It’s big, as fast as a top-tier swordsman, and tough.”  
    

    
      It had a physical resistance array engraved on it.  
    

    
      Normal sword strikes couldn’t even scratch it.  
    

    
      “To take it down, you need an aura sword.”  
    

    
      An aura sword, what we commonly call sword energy.  
    

    
      A technique unique to aura experts who’ve trained their will and skill to manifest aura in the physical world. 
    

    
      It’s also a knight’s identity.  
    

    
      Naturally, it was a realm far beyond Yuria’s current capabilities.  
    

    
      “What if you can’t use an aura sword?”  
    

    
      “There’s only one option, right?”  
    

    
      “Oh.”  
    

    
      “Exactly, magic. That’s why this is called the Room of Cooperation.”  
    

    
      This trial could only be overcome by martial arts cadets and psychology department cadets working together.
    

    
       
    

    
      Both were essential.  
    

    
      Without a martial arts cadet, a psychology cadet would be exposed to the golem’s attacks. 
    

    
      Without a psychology cadet, no damage could be dealt.  
    

    
      Of course, the physical resistance array wasn’t invincible, so repeatedly striking the same spot could eventually work.  
    

    
      But that’s only if the golem stands still and takes it.
       
    

    
      This room was designed with teamwork between a swordsman and a mage in mind.  
    

    
      I stepped back from the door and said,“Go in.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “What? Alone? What about you, senpai?”  
    

    
      “I’m not going in.”  
    

    
      “You’re not?”  
    

    
      “Nope. If I did, this training would be pointless.”  
    

    
      At that moment, Yuria’s eyes shook like an earthquake had hit.  
    

    
      She finally understood the implication of my words and what I wanted.  
    

    
      “Cooperation. Nice word, right? But battles don’t always go our way. In extreme cases, a swordsman or mage might die or get injured, leaving you to fight alone. That’s what this is.”  
    

    
      “……”  
    

    
      “I’m injured right now, Yuria. I can’t fight, and I’m in critical condition, needing urgent treatment. But a golem is blocking our way. What will you do?”  
    

    
      I looked at her and asked,“Will you break through the golem to save me? Or wait for another comrade?” 
    

    
       
    

    
      “To… save senior…”  
    

    
      At that moment, Yuria’s eyes glinted with determination.  
    

    
      Shing—
       
    

    
      She drew her sword from her waist and walked toward the door.
    

    
       
    

    
      Just before pushing it open, she looked up at me with concern.  
    

    
      “Are you in a lot of pain?”  
    

    
      “…Huh?”  
    

    
      That’s when I realized something was off.  
    

    
      What was it?  
    

    
      The way Yuria looked at me felt strange.  
    

    
      “You’re badly hurt, right? You said your life’s on the line…!”  
    

    
      Uh. I was just giving an example to help her understand the situation…  
    

    
      But the way Yuria was looking at me now, it was like she was possessed.  
    

    
      She was 
      really
       immersed in this scenario.  
    

    
      Should I play along?  
    

    
      I guess I have to, right?
       
    

    
      Right.  
    

    
      Training should feel real.  
    

    
      Reluctantly, I clutched my stomach and furrowed my brow.  
    

    
      “Ugh.”  
    

    
      “Gerard-senior!?”  
    

    
      “Yuria. Save me.”  
    

    
      “I will! I’ll save you!”  
    

    
      “I’m… counting on you.”  
    

    
      At that moment, a fierce glint flashed in Yuria’s eyes.  
    

    
      “You said you’re counting on me?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Huh? Yeah, I did…”  
    

    
      Yuria cut me off.  
    

    
      “Then wait here.”  
    

    
      She pushed the door open without hesitation.  
    

    
      “I’ll be right back.”  
    

    
      With those words, she slammed the door shut with a 
      thud
       and disappeared into the room.  
    

    
      “……”  
    

    
      I stood there for a moment, frozen.  
    

    
      A wave of reality hit me hard.  
    

    
      Was it really okay to go this far?  
    

    
      “…Right. If I can’t do this much for nurturing talent, what can I do? It’s an investment.”  
    

    
      What mattered now was the result.  
    

    
      If the result was good, everything would be fine.  
    

    
      At least it’s off to a good start.
       
    

    
      Yuria was fully immersed in the scenario. 
    

    
      If she could defeat the golem, she might not only overcome her slump but grow further.  
    

    
      If it gets dangerous, I’ll step in.
       
    

    
      Prepared for any crisis, I quietly opened the door with anticipation.  
    

    
      There was the golem.  
    

    
      No—the Yuria fighting the wall she’d built herself.  
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      Yuria possessed two types of magic: the wind-attribute [Storm Blade] and the water-attribute [Freeze].  
    

    
      Both were low-circle spells, but their utility was maximized when used in conjunction with swordsmanship.  
    

    
      In simple terms, they were a perfect match.  
    

    
      Just like now.
    

    
      Unable to use an aura sword, Yuria instead enveloped her blade with [Storm Blade].  
    

    
      By wielding it with high-speed swordsmanship, even a golem with swift movements couldn’t evade her strikes.  
    

    
      Moreover, Yuria used [Freeze] on the golem’s lower body and joints, steadily slowing its movements.  
    

    
      The result?
    

    
      Boom! Bang!
    

    
      The battle was one-sided.
    

    
       
    

    
      The golem’s body began to be chipped away at an incredible speed.  
    

    
      Its pace was akin to being shredded by a blender named Yuria.  
    

    
      Watching the scene, I couldn’t hold back a chuckle that escaped my lips.
    

    
      “Yeah. That’s a magic swordsman.”
    

    
      It was exactly the image I had envisioned and desired.  
    

    
      I had anticipated this scene even before we came here.
    

    
      Originally, this ‘Room of Cooperation’ was among the more challenging trials in the underground dungeon.  
    

    
      The reason was simple: it wasn’t easy for two cadets to move as one and face an enemy together.  
    

    
      Such synergy was only possible between those who had trained together for a long time, but how common were such partnerships in the academy? 
    

    
       
    

    
      There was a second-year course called [Synergy Technique], where cadets finally learned proper teamwork.  
    

    
      That improved golem was the sacrificial lamb used in that course.
    

    
      But Yuria didn’t need synergy techniques.  
    

    
      She was a magic swordsman, after all.  
    

    
      When facing magical beasts, there were moments when a mage and a swordsman had to combine their strengths.  
    

    
      Yuria was a specialist who could fully showcase her uniqueness in such situations.
    

    
      “Still, I was a bit worried she might flounder due to her slump, but that was unnecessary.”
    

    
      The problem was that Yuria was genuinely immersed in this staged scenario.  
    

    
      In fact, she was pushing herself quite hard right now.  
    

    
      I could sense a palpable urgency in the ferocious swings of her blade, as if she were being chased by something.
    

    
      Bang! Bang! Bang!
    

    
      If she was deliberately putting herself through this to break her slump, then Yuria was truly remarkable in a different sense.
    

    
       
    

    
      It meant she was willingly driving herself into a corner with her own resolve.  
    

    
      Her fervent sincerity reached me, making my chest burn with intensity as I watched.
    

    
      ‘But this is real combat. The consequences of her choices are hers to bear.’
    

    
      If she overcame this, she would gain much.  
    

    
      But if she failed…
    

    
      ‘She might never rise again… huh?’
    

    
      My worries were unfounded.  
    

    
      Utterly pointless.
    

    
      Rumble!
    

    
      The golem’s body was collapsing.
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      Panting beside the golem’s wreckage, Yuria suddenly widened her eyes and turned her head.  
    

    
      The moment our gazes met, she came running toward me.
    

    
      “Are you okay?”  
    

    
      “Huh… what?”  
    

    
      “No! You were injured until just now… ah.”
    

    
      Yuria, who had been frantically checking my body, gradually regained her composure.  
    

    
      Then came the flood of embarrassment.  
    

    
      Of course, that was hers to bear.
    

    
      “…Pretend you didn’t see that.”  
    

    
      “I already saw everything, so how can I pretend I didn’t?”  
    

    
      “Then don’t laugh.”
    

    
      Since she couldn’t even meet my eyes properly, I decided to let it slide.
    

    
      “Alright, alright. By the way, your emotional control is no joke. You’d be amazing at acting. If you trained properly, you could probably outshine an entire theater troupe by yourself.”
    

    
      I wasn’t lying—it was genuine.
    

    
      “…Thanks to you, I guess.”  
    

    
      “What was that?”
    

    
      She mumbled so softly I couldn’t catch it.
    

    
      “Nothing, it’s nothing. Anyway, go check it out. How is it?”
    

    
      I examined the golem’s wreckage.
    

    
       
    

    
      Honestly, there wasn’t much to check.  
    

    
      Complete destruction.  
    

    
      Truthfully, I was stunned.
    

    
      ‘I didn’t expect her to pull it off 
      this
       perfectly.’
    

    
      Of course, the most impressive one was me, who had discovered Yuria’s potential.
    

    
      “Senior. Senior? Why aren’t you saying anything?”  
    

    
      “Huh? Oh, sorry. You did great. Perfect.”
    

    
      Yuria didn’t hide her joy.
    

    
      “But what do we do now?”  
    

    
      “About what?”
    

    
      Yuria glanced around.
    

    
      “The fight made quite a mess. Should we just leave it like this? If the adults find out tomorrow, it’ll be chaos.”
    

    
      My answer to that was the same as always.
    

    
      “It’s fine. As long as we don’t get caught.”  
    

    
      “But we’re probably the only cadets training this late, right? If the dorm supervisor checks the entry log, they might figure out it was us.”
    

    
      Huh. I hadn’t thought of that.  
    

    
      Yuria was pretty sharp.
    

    
      ‘And the one who discovered her is none other than me.’
    

    
      Even someone as great as me had to ponder this issue for a moment.
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      It didn’t take long for me to come up with a decent excuse.
    

    
      “Just say a thief did it.”  
    

    
      “A thief?”  
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      It wasn’t even a complete lie.  
    

    
      I 
      was
       a real thief, after all.
    

    
      “For example, like that guy over there?”
    

    
      I clapped my hands as I looked where Yuria was pointing.
    

    
      “Oh, right. Exactly like… huh?”
    

    
      There, a dark figure was stepping through the opened door.
    

    
      “…What’s that guy?”
    

    
      A real thief.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      A turban covering the head and a mask draped from the mouth to the neck.  
    

    
      Dark attire and a jet-black sword gripped tightly.  
    

    
      The shadowy figure who appeared out of nowhere was none other than a cleric of the Death Council.
    

    
      Our eyes met briefly.  
    

    
      But the silence felt agonizingly long.  
    

    
      After all, we had assumed we were the only ones in this dungeon.
    

    
      It seemed the intruder thought the same.  
    

    
      Both of us needed a moment to process the situation unfolding before us.  
    

    
      I was the first to move.
    

    
      Whoosh!
    

    
      The longsword I drew and threw in an instant left my hand, hurtling toward the figure.  
    

    
      Just as he was about to speak into something he held, my blade nearly pierced his forehead.
    

    
      Crack!
    

    
      But at the last second, he deflected it.
    

    
      ‘He blocked 
      that
      ?’
    

    
      Damn it.  
    

    
      I quickly kicked off the ground and shouted back.
    

    
      “Yuria! The guy…”
    

    
      But before I could finish, Yuria had already cast a spell.  
    

    
      Freeze.
    

    
      Crackle──!
    

    
      The figure’s mask and mouth froze solid.  
    

    
      Nice catch!  
    

    
      The startled figure, eyes wide, clawed at the ice crystals around his mouth.  
    

    
      In that moment, I grabbed my fallen sword and thrust it toward his heart.
    

    
      Stab!
    

    
      The impact sent him stumbling backward, dragging me a meter further as he fell with me on top.  
    

    
      When I looked up, he was already dead.  
    

    
      As I pulled out the sword and stood, Yuria, who had rushed over, asked,
    

    
      “The villain?”  
    

    
      “Dead.”  
    

    
      “Did I… do well?”  
    

    
      “Yeah. Amazingly.”
    

    
      I gave her a thumbs-up, and Yuria, who had been holding her breath from tension, let out a sigh.
    

    
      “Phew… What was that, anyway?”
    

    
      I searched the figure’s body as I answered.
    

    
      “A thief.”  
    

    
      “Really?”  
    

    
      “Yeah. For now?”
    

    
      That’s what I said, but in truth, it was the cult.  
    

    
      From the academy’s perspective, a cultist or a thief was pretty much the same, so it wasn’t entirely wrong.  
    

    
      Still.
    

    
      ‘Why was this guy here?’
    

    
      Could it be that today was the day of the ‘dungeon explosion terror’?  
    

    
      No, that wasn’t it.  
    

    
      That event was supposed to happen after the midterms.
    

    
      That’s when it happened.  
    

    
      A communication rang out from the figure’s hand.
    

    
      [Berak! What are you doing? Why’d you stop talking?]
    

    
      Hearing the communication, I was certain.  
    

    
      This was definitely the prelude to the dungeon explosion terror.  
    

    
      Berak.  
    

    
      That was the name of one of the clerics who had planned to trigger the explosion.
    

    
      ‘As expected, my actions have jumbled up the main story’s events.’
    

    
      Since I had intended this, I wasn’t particularly surprised.
    

    
       
    

    
      What was more shocking was that I had come to help Yuria and ended up entangled in an unexpected incident.
    

    
      ‘Man, what are the odds of this coincidence?’
    

    
      As I searched the body, I quickly recalled information about the dungeon explosion terror in my head.
    

    
      First, there were four enemies infiltrating the dungeon.  
    

    
      But since one had just died here, that left three.  
    

    
      Their goal was to plant flame explosion scrolls here and, when cadets visited the training ground, detonate them to collapse the ground, burying the academy facilities and cadets alive.
    

    
      Sure enough, searching the dead cleric’s body revealed four flame explosion scrolls.  
    

    
      His mission must have been to place the scrolls here in the Room of Cooperation.
    

    
      “What are those?”  
    

    
      “Scrolls imbued with flame explosion magic.”  
    

    
      “Why would he… Oh. No way?”
    

    
      I nodded at Yuria.
    

    
      “See that wall where the golem was standing? It looks like a wall, but it’s actually a massive pillar supporting the dungeon’s ceiling. There are four more pillars like it in this underground dungeon, and I bet his accomplices are planning to blow those up.”
    

    
      Yuria’s expression hardened.
    

    
      “Then shouldn’t we go out and alert the guards right now?”  
    

    
      “No. That won’t work.”  
    

    
      “Why not?”  
    

    
      “Because the moment we go out to call for help, they’ll realize their ally was taken down faster than we can act.”
    

    
      What would happen next was obvious.  
    

    
      Realizing their plan had gone awry, the enemies would immediately detonate something—either the underground dungeon or the training ground—and escape.
    

    
      “We have to stop them.”
    

    
      I nodded.  
    

    
      At that moment, another communication came from the corpse’s hand.  
    

    
      I opened his hand and removed the communication ring from his finger.
    

    
      [Hey, Berak? Berak!]  
    

    
      [What? Don’t tell me that guy got done in by a golem?]  
    

    
      [Hah, what an idiot. He said golems were nothing, and now this? Unbelievable!]  
    

    
      [Doesn’t matter. He was the weakest among us anyway. We proceed with the plan.]
    

    
      I focused on the last voice.  
    

    
      That was the leader of the group.  
    

    
      If my memory was correct, his name was something like Mudan or Mudang.
    

    
      [You two, go check.]  
    

    
      [What? Why me?]  
    

    
      [I don’t want to go with that guy, Mudin.]
    

    
      Mudin, that was it.
    

    
      [I’m the farthest away, and you two are closer. Put personal feelings aside. The mission comes first.]
    

    
      The communication ended with the grumbling of the last voice.  
    

    
      It was a short exchange, but it gave me enough information to piece things together.
    

    
      The timing might have shifted, but the forces involved in the terror seemed the same.
    

    
       
    

    
      Mudin, Berak, Galton, Bomed.  
    

    
      Mudin was a high cleric, and the other three were clerics.  
    

    
      But as I’d heard, the power gap between the three, excluding Berak, wasn’t significant.  
    

    
      In essence, they were all practically high clerics.
    

    
      ‘Hmm.’
    

    
      I looked at Yuria, deep in thought.  
    

    
      High clerics had skills comparable to knights who had graduated from knight school—roughly at the level of beginner aura experts capable of forming aura swords.  
    

    
      In other words, their forces were stronger than ours.
    

    
      ‘If I used my thief powers, it’d be no problem…’
    

    
      But with Yuria watching, that wasn’t an option.
    

    
      ‘The key is how long Yuria can hold out.’
    

    
      The good news was that the strongest, Mudin, was far away and would arrive later.
    

    
      ‘Take down the two who come first, then deal with Mudin alone.’
    

    
      With that rough plan in mind, I explained it to Yuria.  
    

    
      I was about to ask if she could handle it but stopped myself.  
    

    
      Standing beside me, Yuria gripped her sword, her eyes blazing with determination.  
    

    
      It was hard to believe that just hours ago, she had been utterly dejected.
    

    
      ‘This is an unexpected turn of events, but… well, it seems I’ve achieved my original purpose for coming here.’
    

    
      Just then, footsteps and bickering voices echoed from beyond the door.  
    

    
      The voices matched those from the communication ring exactly.  
    

    
      Yuria and I exchanged glances.  
    

    
      She nodded with a resolute expression.
    

    
      Moments later.
    

    
      Creak──
    

    
      The door opened, and two heads stepped inside.  
    

    
      At the same time, a blinding flash of swordlight sliced through the darkness.
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      A sound that shouldn’t come from a human echoed through the chamber.  
    

    
      As expected, one of the clerics was blocking my sword.  
    

    
      It was a failure.
    

    
      I quickly checked on Yuria.  
    

    
      No scream there either.  
    

    
      Clang
      , the sound of clashing swords rang out.  
    

    
      Then—
    

    
      “You damned wench!”
    

    
      I saw an enraged dark cleric ferociously attacking Yuria.
    

    
      “Heh heh. So it wasn’t a golem after all?”
    

    
      A sinister laugh came from ahead.  
    

    
      Did they know?  
    

    
      Well, it didn’t change anything.
    

    
      “How dare you interfere with our ritual! I’ll kill… ugh!”
    

    
      The cleric blocking my sword turned pale at that moment.
    

    
      “W-What kind of strength does this guy…?”
    

    
      I pressed down on him with full force.
    

    
      “…Arghhh!”  
    

    
      “Bomed!”
    

    
      A whooshing sound came from the side, forcing me to redirect my sword.  
    

    
      With a 
      clang
       of metal, a dagger fell to the floor.  
    

    
      The cleric attacking Yuria had noticed his ally’s danger and intervened.
    

    
      “You okay, Bomed?!”  
    

    
      “Huff! Huff! Thanks, Galton!”
    

    
      I clicked my tongue in frustration.  
    

    
      I could’ve finished him off right there.
    

    
      “Who… who are you?”
    

    
      The dark cleric named Bomed asked, panting heavily.  
    

    
      I didn’t answer.
    

    
      ‘Quick and decisive. We need to end this before Mudin arrives.’
    

    
      Now was the time to face them with full force.
    

    
      I channeled mana into my fingertips.  
    

    
      A fleeting glimmer.  
    

    
      Then—
    

    
      Whoosh──
    

    
      A faint glow starting at my fingertips flowed up my arm, enveloping my entire body.
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      Artifact, the special ability of Star’s Blessing.
    

    
      [Starlight].
    

    
      I nearly used it in front of Department Head Allen, but it was canceled by the Dean. 
    

    
      This was the first time I used it in earnest.
    

    
      And its performance exceeded my expectations.
    

    
      ‘Light.’
    

    
      Was this what it felt like to emerge from water after being submerged for so long?
    

    
      Time slowed, and my heightened senses pulled in every bit of information around me.
    

    
      The feel of the sword in my hand, the texture of the ground under my feet.
    

    
      The trembling eyes of that guy, filled with fear, flooded my vision, and his pounding heartbeat sounded as if it were right beside me.
    

    
      Yes.
    

    
      He was utterly terrified.
    

    
      ‘Is this the effect of the stat boost?’
    

    
      But there was no time to marvel.
    

    
      I charged at him immediately.
    

    
      With my first downward slash, I created an opening, and with my second upward strike, I shattered his shoulder.
    

    
      “Arghhh!”
    

    
      With the final thrust, he collapsed, his chest pierced.
    

    
      Right where his heart was.
    

    
      “Bomed!”
    

    
      The guy pressuring Yuria froze as he looked my way.
    

    
      “H-How…?”
    

    
      His face was a mask of shock at the overwhelming skill gap.
    

    
      But he quickly resumed his fierce assault on Yuria.
    

    
      It was clear he thought he couldn’t beat me, so he aimed to take Yuria down instead.
    

    
      “No way that’s happening.”
    

    
      Fortunately, Yuria was holding her ground calmly against him.
    

    
      She was fighting intelligently, weaving magic into her moves.
    

    
      “This… this annoying wench… ugh!”
    

    
      The Dark cleric, Galton, twisted his body urgently as he saw me approach.
    

    
      ‘Too late.’
    

    
      Just as I was about to slice his shoulder, I felt a gust of wind from the side.
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      Another dagger hit my sword and fell to the ground.
    

    
      Looking toward its source, I saw a new figure standing tall.
    

    
      “Mudin!”
    

    
      The cleric shouted with a face like he’d come back from the dead.
    

    
      ‘He arrived faster than I thought.’
    

    
      That’s when I realized.
    

    
      He’d deliberately fed false information through the communication ring.
    

    
      This Mudin guy probably wasn’t far away to begin with.
    

    
      “Are you Gerard?”
    

    
      I nodded.
    

    
      “Yeah, that’s me. Is throwing daggers without warning your guild’s way of saying hello?”
    

    
      “Heh, I was curious about the skill that took down Sabo and Cave. This works out perfectly.”
    

    
      He ignored my question.
    

    
      Spouting his nonsense, he drew his sword and charged.
    

    
      ‘Rude bastard.’
    

    
      Feeling the need for some etiquette lessons, I rushed to meet him.
    

    
      “Careful, Mudin! That guy’s insanely strong! He took down Bomed!”
    

    
      “Just a mere cadet…”
    

    
      Mudin’s smug grin twisted into a grimace exactly three seconds later.
    

    
      Swish-swish-swish!
    

    
      My agility, already high, soared past 110 with [Starlight]’s buff.
    

    
      There was no way a non-High cleric like him could dodge a sword swung at full speed by someone like me.
    

    
      Blocking was all he could manage.
    

    
      And even that was only thanks to Galton occasionally throwing daggers. 
    

    
      Without that, Mudin would’ve been riddled with holes by my sword already.
    

    
      “Ugh… this can’t…”
    

    
      It wouldn’t last long.
    

    
      The tide had turned.
    

    
      Mudin, running out of stamina, would soon fall to my blade.
    

    
      ‘Now for the rest…’
    

    
      I casually turned my head.
    

    
      Yuria was being pushed back, as before.
    

    
      But her fighting spirit burned brighter than ever.
    

    
      In fact, her momentum had grown stronger.
    

    
      The one bewildered was Galton, facing her.
    

    
      “This… this wretched insect keeps…!”
    

    
      That’s when it happened.
    

    
      A golden aura radiated from her.
    

    
      ‘…Is that Gaius’s Insight?’
    

    
      No. Suddenly?
    

    
      Caught off guard, I froze for a moment.
    

    
      ‘What does this mean?’
    

    
      I didn’t know.
    

    
      But my thief’s and gamer’s instincts screamed in unison.
    

    
      ‘Something’s about to happen to her.’
    

    
      “Distracted? Die!”
    

    
      Mudin didn’t miss my brief hesitation.
    

    
      Thinking it his only chance, he charged recklessly.
    

    
      But even with my eyes on Yuria, I never took my focus off him.
    

    
      His surprise attack failed, and my longsword pierced straight through his throat.
    

    
      He gurgled, blood bubbling, and grinned wickedly.
    

    
      ‘…Grinning?’
    

    
      I sensed something was off.
    

    
      “Now, Bomed!”
    

    
      I turned to where Mudin was looking.
    

    
      Bomed, the Dark cleric I thought was dead with his heart pierced, was up and running.
    

    
      ‘Oh no.’
    

    
      That’s when I remembered one of the Dark clerics’ survival techniques I’d overlooked.
    

    
      [Organ Shift], a technique that rearranged their internal organs.
    

    
      Bomed, sprinting toward a pillar, held four stacked scrolls in his hand.
    

    
      “We’ll die together here, heh heh heh!”
    

    
      Mudin grabbed me tightly, locking his arms around me.
    

    
      He turned his body into a solid restraint.
    

    
      And then he died.
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      Time seemed to slow.
    

    
      I wrestled with the decision dozens of times in my mind.
    

    
      Should I use my thief powers or not?
    

    
      Breaking free from this corpse’s grip was easy.
    

    
      I had Daybreak.
    

    
      But then what?
    

    
      Should I use dagger arts?
    

    
      ‘To stop Bomed’s terror attack, dagger arts are my only option.’
    

    
      But if I did, Yuria would surely—
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      I looked at Yuria.
    

    
      She was looking at me, too.
    

    
      Her trembling eyes stirred a whirlwind of thoughts.
    

    
      I’d gone through so much to nurture her.
    

    
      What would she think if she knew I was a thief?
    

    
      Would she still follow me like she does now…?
    

    
      I didn’t know.
    

    
      But the choice I had to make was already clear.
    

    
      Otherwise, we’d all be buried under the collapsing ground.
    

    
      “Unbind…”
    

    
      Just as Daybreak began to glow.
    

    
      Flash!
    

    
      A sudden, intense burst of light filled the entire room.
    

    
      “Ugh.”
    

    
      Using Focused Gaze to throw a dagger, I instinctively closed my eyes against the blinding light.
    

    
      At that moment, I thought I heard a scream.
    

    
      “Aaah…”
    

    
      It was a man’s voice.
    

    
      Clearly Galton’s, the one fighting Yuria.
    

    
      What followed was a sharp, biting chill that seemed to cut my skin.
    

    
      When I opened my eyes.
    

    
      My vision was filled with massive ice blocks that had frozen half the Room of Cooperation.
    

    
      “…!”
    

    
      Nearby were two frozen statues.
    

    
      One was Bomed, poised to tear his scrolls, and the other was Galton, who’d been fighting Yuria.
    

    
      His eyes were filled with terror.
    

    
      Following his gaze, I turned.
    

    
      “…Yuria?”
    

    
      Yuria stood frozen in the pose of swinging her sword.
    

    
      “Oh. Senior?”
    

    
      I almost asked if she did this but stopped myself.
    

    
      It was a stupid question.
    

    
      Her sword was still covered in frost, with white mist rising from it.
    

    
      Even a passing dog would know who caused this.
    

    
      But.
    

    
      “Did you… do this?”
    

    
      I couldn’t help but ask.
    

    
      I was just… drawn by shock and awe.
    

    
      “Uh…”
    

    
      Yuria glanced at her sword, then back at me.
    

    
      “I… think so.”
    

    
      A stupid answer for a stupid question, I thought.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      The situation was resolved when the faculty and guards arrived.
    

    
      Seeing the scene transformed into an arctic wasteland, they bombarded Yuria, the culprit, with questions, but she repeated the same answer.
    

    
      “I don’t know how I did it.”
    

    
      “What do you mean? You did this and don’t know how?”
    

    
      “I just… thought, and it happened.”
    

    
      The professors wore baffled expressions at her absurd responses.
    

    
      Ignoring them, I approached Yuria.
    

    
      The professors’ grilling had finally stopped, and Yuria, who’d been standing there seriously, clung to me like a cat greeting its owner.
    

    
      I placed a hand on her head.
    

    
      “Don’t worry. A disciplinary committee will be held, but you won’t face heavy punishment.”
    

    
      She looked up at me, puzzled.
    

    
      “Disciplinary committee?”
    

    
      “Yeah? Weren’t you standing there all serious because you were worried about that?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “Then what?”
    

    
      “I was just disappointed I can’t continue this training.”
    

    
      Sometimes, she didn’t seem entirely normal either.
    

    
      “Ahem. It was a one-time training anyway. More of a trial and proof than training.”
    

    
      “So, the result?”
    

    
      “I knew you’d pull through.”
    

    
      As if she’d never been worried, a bright smile spread across Yuria’s face.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      The next day.
    

    
      A disciplinary committee was held for me and Yuria.
    

    
      We stood side by side as the department heads, professors, and the Vice-Dean stared at us coldly.
    

    
      And in the center sat the Dean, Bell Toro.
    

    
      The reason for the committee was a rule violation.
    

    
      More precisely, leaving the designated activity area and entering a restricted zone.
    

    
      “So, you entered the training ground for training?”
    

    
      I nodded at the Vice-Dean’s question.
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Were the facilities in the training hall insufficient?”
    

    
      “No. Under normal circumstances, the training hall’s facilities would’ve been enough.”
    

    
      “So, you’re saying it wasn’t a normal circumstance?”
    

    
      “Yes. Yuria was in a slump or rather, she was gradually slipping into one.”
    

    
      A slump.
    

    
      A common occurrence at the Academy, where the empire’s brightest compete and study, said to affect everyone at least once.
    

    
      But it’s not to be taken lightly.
    

    
      If not overcome, it could leave someone wallowing in self-doubt and powerlessness, unable to rise again.
    

    
      “I thought a more extreme situation was needed to overcome her slump. That’s why I took Yuria to the training ground.”
    

    
      “Knowing it was a restricted area?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “You too, Yuria?”
    

    
      “I knew, too.”
    

    
      The Vice-Dean, who’d been glaring at us, let out a hollow laugh.
    

    
      “Hah. You answer so boldly, I’m at a loss for words.”
    

    
      When the Vice-Dean frowned, showing his discomfort, Department Head Allen slammed the table.
    

    
      “You brats! Is a slump some kind of badge of honor? You broke the rules for something like that!? You call that an excuse?”
    

    
      He glared at us.
    

    
      Especially at me.
    

    
      His brow had been twitching for a while now.
    

    
      “If a slump, something anyone can get, is above the rules, why do we have rules, regulations, or a Student Affairs Office!? Does this situation seem like a joke to you?”
    

    
      Most professors nodded at Allen’s words.
    

    
      So did Baron, the Student Affairs Officer.
    

    
      Though his expression didn’t show it, his eyes held a stern reprimand.
    

    
      Well, he wasn’t wrong.
    

    
      No matter the slump, personal circumstances don’t override rules.
    

    
      But a slump wasn’t some trivial cold to be brushed off lightly, either.
    

    
      “It’s not trivial. Some might shake it off like dust on their clothes, but for others, it can trap them in despair and defeat, unable to escape on their own no matter how hard they try.”
    

    
      Allen scoffed.
    

    
      “Ridiculous. No cadet in Academy history has been expelled over a slump. Know what you’re talking about! Can’t even overcome a slump and still call yourself an Academy cadet?”
    

    
      “No one’s been expelled, but some have come close.”
    

    
      “What nonsense? Who is in our Academy?”
    

    
      “Right in front of you. Me, Gerard. The shame of the 888th class. The worst failure of a cadet.”
    

    
      Allen’s mouth shut.
    

    
      Yes.
    

    
      I was cleaning up my past infamy by solving various incidents.
    

    
      So they might’ve forgotten.
    

    
      But just a month ago, I was the lowest of the low.
    

    
      “I know the terror of a slump better than anyone. That hellish time, loneliness, and struggle. No one who’s truly experienced it would speak so lightly. That’s why I pushed forward. I didn’t want Yuria, with all her talent, to walk the same path as me, wasting golden time and losing precious people, or to be called a failure.”
    

    
      I paused and scanned the room.
    

    
      The professors all stared at me, lips tightly shut.
    

    
      No one here knew about my notorious past.
    

    
      They’d all heard of it, some pitied me, some cursed me as pathetic, and others ignored me.
    

    
      But.
    

    
      That same guy had overcome his slump and was now causing a stir in the Academy.
    

    
      “As a mentor who’s experienced failure, I did what I had to do.”
    

    
      I nodded affirmatively.
    

    
      Of course… it was all a lie and an act, so I felt a slight pang of guilt.
    

    
      I hadn’t really been in a slump. 
    

    
      It was just a fake image the body’s previous owner created for convenience.
    

    
      But to avoid punishment, I had to use every trick in the book.
    

    
      ‘At least lower the punishment level.’
    

    
      Thankfully, my efforts seemed to work.
    

    
      The professors’ stern gazes softened.
    

    
      From “No way, absolutely not” to “Well, maybe there’s something to it.”
    

    
      Especially Baron, who’d seen my situation up close, and Chaser and Ronica, who’d witnessed Yuria’s transformation firsthand, showed the most understanding.
    

    
      “Don’t pull that emotional nonsense. Rule-breaking is rule-breaking.”
    

    
      Of course, that guy stayed consistent.
    

    
      “I was just explaining how I felt.”
    

    
      “Then stop with the useless talk, kid. This is a place for facts and results only.”
    

    
      “If it’s about facts and results, shouldn’t we talk about this?”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “How we caught villains who infiltrated the Academy.”
    

    
      Allen’s eyes narrowed at my cheeky response.
    

    
      “Why didn’t you ask about that? From what I heard, their goal was to blow up the underground dungeon and sink the campus facilities into the ground. If it weren’t for us, it could’ve been a huge disaster, right?”
    

    
      “Just the facts…”
    

    
      “Oh, you said just the facts? Then I’ll correct my last statement. It wasn’t that it could’ve been a disaster—it was a disaster we ‘successfully’ prevented.”
    

    
      A vein bulged on Allen’s jaw.
    

    
      “Arrogant brat. Even without you, the guards would’ve stopped it. You just did what any Academy cadet should do!”
    

    
      “Who knows? It might’ve exploded before the guards arrived. And that’s weird. You said to stick to facts, but now you’re talking about what the guards might’ve done—something that didn’t happen.”
    

    
      “You little—”
    

    
      Finally, Allen exploded.
    

    
      Bang!
    

    
      “Come here, you punk. I’ll rip your mouth off.”
    

    
      He jumped up, ready to charge at me.
    

    
      He was coming to me after I provoked him.
    

    
      So I waited calmly.
    

    
      No matter how much he raged, he couldn’t touch me.
    

    
      Because.
    

    
      “Enough, Department Head Allen.”
    

    
      I had a solid shield.
    

    
      “B-But, Dean!”
    

    
      Allen protested, his face red.
    

    
      But the Dean’s expression was resolute.
    

    
      “Sit.”
    

    
      In the end, Allen could only chew his lip and back down.
    

    
      ‘Why’s that guy so dumb?’
    

    
      It seemed like that man was incapable of learning.
    

    
      I provoked him because the Dean was here. 
    

    
      Would I have done it otherwise?
    

    
      “You’re right. No matter the mistake, praise should be given where it’s due.”
    

    
      Suddenly, the Dean grinned at me.
    

    
      Like a child who’d found something fascinating.
    

    
      “But since this is a disciplinary committee, let’s address the wrongs first.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Good. Then.”
    

    
      After a pause, the Dean asked in a dignified voice.
    

    
      “As the committee chair, I ask you, Gerard and Yuria. Are you fully aware of your wrongs?”
    

    
      “Yes, Chair.”
    

    
      “Then I will now decide your punishment.”
    

    
      What would it be?
    

    
      I hoped it was light.
    

    
      Or at least not troublesome.
    

    
      “For the next week, you will take over Librarian Bails’ duties, cleaning the Vault and handling its chores.”
    

    
      At that, Allen’s smug grin faltered.
    

    
      “…What? Dean? What do you mean? The Vault?”
    

    
      “Is something wrong?”
    

    
      Very wrong.
    

    
      Allen’s expression said exactly that.
    

    
      So did the other professors.
    

    
      And so did I.
    

    
      Of course.
    

    
      It was the Vault, after all.
    

    
      Only accessible four times a year.
    

    
      Sure, you could enter more with awards or good grades, but the Vault itself was a special place for cadets.
    

    
      And we were being allowed in for a whole week?
    

    
      It was a punishment, but it didn’t feel like one—everyone in the room could sense that.
    

    
      Yet no one dared to nod and call it strange.
    

    
      “Librarian Bails has been unwell and needs rest. With Librarian Ged already gone due to unfortunate events, losing Bails too would leave us short-handed. This works out perfectly.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “The period is from tomorrow to next Tuesday. I’ll inform them, so visit the Vault tomorrow afternoon.”
    

    
      I nodded, dumbfounded.
    

    
      My mind was a mess.
    

    
      ‘Is this a punishment or a reward disguised as one?’
    

    
      No.
    

    
      Didn’t he say there’d be a reward later?
    

    
      What was going on?
    

    
      Why did my head ache every time I dealt with this guy?
    

    
      “And now for the reward. It’s my first time giving praise at a disciplinary committee. Heh.”
    

    
      With that, I pushed my unanswered questions aside and focused.
    

    
      We’d prevented a major Academy incident.
    

    
      What reward would the Dean give us?
    

    
      As I speculated, the Dean turned to Yuria first.
    

    
      “Yuria. Do you currently have an artifact?”
    

    
      Everyone’s eyes widened.
    

    
      Including mine.
    

    
      An artifact?
    

    
      Another one?
    

    
      ‘…Does that mean I’ll get one too?’
    

    
      I quickly straightened my slouched posture and fixed my clothes.
    

    
      And quietly held my breath with anticipation.
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      Chapter 79: Discipline
    

    
      We found the Vault as the Dean had instructed, right around lunchtime on Tuesday.
    

    
      Since our classes from first to third period were the same first-year lecture, we headed to the Vault as soon as the lecture ended and met the librarian, Bails.
    

    
      “The Dean mentioned you two. I’ve heard enough. Follow me.”
    

    
      Bails. 
    

    
      He was a man with remarkably little emotional fluctuation.
    

    
      Perhaps he was naturally cold, as he guided us inside with an extremely business like tone.
    

    
      For the record, he didn’t look frail.
    

    
      On the contrary, he seemed very healthy.
    

    
      His straight posture and confident stride were as disciplined as any knight, and his physique, visible outside his clothes, was sturdy and robust.
    

    
      It was as if he worked out with books.
    

    
      ‘Is he really a librarian? Not a trainer?’
    

    
      While I was sizing him up, we had already passed through a short corridor and reached a storage room lined with bookshelves like dominoes.
    

    
      I had been here a few times before, but Yuria, despite it being her first time, was surprisingly calm.
    

    
      ……No, wait.
    

    
      She was pretending to be calm, but her eyes were scanning the surroundings at an incredible speed.
    

    
      When our eyes met, her body stiffened as if she were a thief caught in the act.
    

    
      “I. Ah, I didn’t see anything.”
    

    
      I barely suppressed a laugh.
    

    
      Since the Vault was only accessible during special periods, she probably thought even looking at the bookshelves was forbidden.
    

    
      “It’s fine. We’re cleaning this place anyway, so what’s the harm? Are you going to clean with your eyes closed?”
    

    
      “Ah, no?”
    

    
      “As long as you don’t open the Secret Tomes, it doesn’t matter.”
    

    
      I said this while glancing at Bails, who was walking ahead.
    

    
      He showed no particular reaction.
    

    
      As the librarian managing the Vault, he should have mentioned the rules or precautions by now.
    

    
      ‘He didn’t?’
    

    
      Even on the way here, it was the same.
    

    
      He didn’t say a word about rules or prohibited actions.
    

    
      Volunteer work for a week.
    

    
      It might sound like a punishment, but when the word ‘Vault’ was attached, it stopped being a punishment.
    

    
      ‘It could even be a privilege.’
    

    
      Volunteering ‘in the Vault’ for a week.
    

    
      That meant I could enter the Vault for a week without anyone batting an eye.
    

    
      The Vault held a vast amount of Vision information.
    

    
      And for cadets like us, that information was a treasure beyond measure.
    

    
      So, I was curious about the Dean’s intentions in giving us this strange punishment.
    

    
      Did he believe we wouldn’t look at the Secret Tomes?
    

    
      Or was he tacitly allowing us to read them, hoping we’d grow stronger?
    

    
      Only the Dean would know the answer.
    

    
      No, one other person.
    

    
      ‘The librarian, Bails.’
    

    
      By now, we had reached the end of the storage room.
    

    
      There was a door leading to the central passage.
    

    
      Beyond the central passage were the librarians’ personal space and an inspection room for checking copies sent from the Vision Star Coffin in the Royal palace.
    

    
      Bails didn’t guide us further inside.
    

    
      He thrust his hand into the wall beside the central door.
    

    
      The wall slid open, revealing a hidden space.
    

    
      It was a cleaning supply closet.
    

    
      The smell of chemicals stung my nose.
    

    
      The closet was filled with cleaning tools and preservatives.
    

    
      “From the main entrance to the end of this storage room is the area you’ll manage in my place. Cleaning tools are here, so use them as needed. Closing time is nine in the evening. Finish your tasks and leave.”
    

    
      Bails said this and handed me a key.
    

    
      “This is the key to the main entrance. Don’t lose it.”
    

    
      I asked with a hint of doubt.
    

    
      “Is it okay to just hand this to me? You know what I could do with it.”
    

    
      “You won’t use it like Ged did.”
    

    
      Why did that name come up?
    

    
      Reading my expression, Bails answered.
    

    
      “That was the key Ged used.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “Ged used it in a very bad way, but I trust you won’t do the same.”
    

    
      With that, Bails opened the central door and went inside.
    

    
      I stood there for a moment.
    

    
      I couldn’t figure out his intentions.
    

    
      I wished he’d just say something clearly, but that was my—our—greed, and Bails gave no hint whatsoever, as cold as ever.
    

    
      ……Yuria was engrossed in looking at the bookshelves.
    

    
      “Yuria.”
    

    
      “……Yes. Yes?”
    

    
      “Let’s start cleaning.”
    

    
      So, we grabbed brooms and oil-soaked rags from the cleaning supply closet and started cleaning the Vault.
    

    
      To finish quickly, we divided the area.
    

    
      I took the left.
    

    
      Yuria took the right.
    

    
      Occasionally, our paths crossed, and I glanced at Yuria, but she was silently wiping down the bookshelves.
    

    
      Her focus on cleaning was intense.
    

    
      Thanks to that, the cleaning seemed like it would finish quickly, and soon I had only one bookshelf left.
    

    
      ‘The floor is for tomorrow, so.’
    

    
      At this rate, there was less to do than I thought.
    

    
      ‘Or maybe there’s something else he’ll have us do after cleaning?’
    

    
      By now, thoughts of the Dean’s intentions or the Secret Tomes had completely vanished from my mind.
    

    
      After all, I could come to the Vault anytime I wanted if I set my mind to it.
    

    
      I just wanted to finish cleaning quickly.
    

    
      ‘But Bails left earlier.’
    

    
      About thirty minutes ago, Bails had left the Vault.
    

    
      I didn’t know when he’d be back, but at this pace, we’d finish cleaning before he returned.
    

    
      ‘So what? We have to wait until he comes back?’
    

    
      What a waste of time.
    

    
      As I wiped down the bookshelf, hoping he’d return soon, something felt off.
    

    
      “……?”
    

    
      The cleaning wasn’t getting done.
    

    
      ‘What’s going on?’
    

    
      I climbed the ladder, tilting my head.
    

    
      By my calculations, this bookshelf was supposed to have been cleaned by Yuria.
    

    
      I turned to look for Yuria.
    

    
      It wasn’t hard to find her.
    

    
      Swipe. Swipe.
    

    
      Yuria was right next to me.
    

    
      She was wiping down the area I had already cleaned, moving toward me.
    

    
      ‘……What is she doing? Why is she doing the same work twice?’
    

    
      No wonder the cleaning wasn’t finished.
    

    
      “Yuria. I already cleaned there.”
    

    
      “I know.”
    

    
      “You know?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      Yuria gave an evasive answer.
    

    
      “Did you know? The librarian left earlier.”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      “So, that means we’re the only two people in the Vault right now.”
    

    
      My eyes drew a question mark as I looked at her.
    

    
      “So?”
    

    
      By now, Yuria had come right up to me and asked, staring into my eyes.
    

    
      “……Doesn’t it feel similar? To that time?”
    

    
      My heart tickled like crazy.
    

    
      That time.
    

    
      She didn’t need to say more—I knew exactly what she meant.
    

    
      My body remembered instantly.
    

    
      The lingering warmth and pounding sensation in my empty hand.
    

    
      “……So?”
    

    
      My voice had somehow shifted to match hers.
    

    
      Secretive, low, clear, and filled with intense anticipation.
    

    
      “You know what I’ve been thinking about since earlier? When we climbed over the wall at the Training Ground, I said we were like thieves.”
    

    
      “Yeah, you did.”
    

    
      “……So, here’s the thing.”
    

    
      There was a playful tone in her subtle question.
    

    
      “Shall we climb over one more time? Us?”
    

    
      Yuria’s eyes, looking at me, were now sparkling like a thieving cat’s.
    

    
      Seeing her like that, a smile crept onto my lips.
    

    
      “……Shall we?”
    

    
      The tickling in my chest had turned into a pounding.
    

    
      “Then hurry and look, Senior! Before the librarian comes back!”
    

    
      As soon as I agreed, Yuria grabbed my sleeve in a rush.
    

    
      The smile blooming on her face was as bright and fresh as sunlight breaking through the morning.
    

    
      We roamed the Vault.
    

    
      Of course, we finished cleaning first.
    

    
      There was nothing to do until Bails returned, and waiting idly was a waste of time.
    

    
      The Dean’s intentions?
    

    
      I didn’t know, and I didn’t care anymore.
    

    
      ‘If we don’t get caught, that’s all that matters.’
    

    
      Yeah. If we didn’t get caught, that was enough.
    

    
      We could secretly look at the Secret Tomes here or not.
    

    
      But unless someone walked into the Vault and saw us, no one would know.
    

    
      We were thieves, cats, inside a box called the Vault.
    

    
      “What are you going to look at?”
    

    
      “Swordsmanship.”
    

    
      So, we split up and browsed the Secret Tomes.
    

    
      As I said, I could look at the Secret Tomes anytime if I wanted.
    

    
      So, I wasn’t that eager.
    

    
      ‘I’ll find a Vision for Yuria.’
    

    
      That was when it happened.
    

    
      Bails, who had gone out, returned.
    

    
      Creak…….
    

    
      The sound of the door opening startled me.
    

    
      My senses hadn’t picked up any sound or presence.
    

    
      ‘What the hell?’
    

    
      This guy was definitely not an ordinary librarian.
    

    
      Anyway, there was no time to stand around in shock.
    

    
      I quickly signaled Yuria.
    

    
      A prearranged signal.
    

    
      Yuria hurriedly put back the Secret Tome she was looking at and picked up a rag, pretending to clean.
    

    
      Bails appeared almost simultaneously.
    

    
      ‘Phew.’
    

    
      It seemed we hadn’t been caught.
    

    
      Bails glanced at us and passed by, and it looked like the situation was resolved.
    

    
      Until he stopped in his tracks.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      I saw it.
    

    
      An earthquake trembled in Yuria’s pupils as she wiped the bookshelf.
    

    
      What’s wrong? I looked up.
    

    
      Oh, damn. The book Yuria had been looking at was put back upside down.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Bails, far from ordinary, didn’t just pass by.
    

    
      He walked to the bookshelf, pulled out the book.
    

    
      “It would be nice if you put back the books you looked at properly.”
    

    
      He fixed it correctly and looked at me.
    

    
      “I’m not so cold as to treat those helping me with my work harshly.”
    

    
      Bails said this with a smirk.
    

    
      ……His actions were kind of cute, but when a stiff guy suddenly smiled, it was also kind of creepy.
    

    
      ‘What a killer twist of charm.’
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Permission was granted.
    

    
      ‘You can look at the Secret Tomes!’
    

    
      From now on, this wasn’t a punishment.
    

    
      It was a reward, a privilege.
    

    
      I quickly did the math.
    

    
      ‘The Dean gave us a week. Closing time is nine, and excluding lecture hours, we can spend at most five hours a day in the Vault…….’
    

    
      That was thirty-five hours in a week.
    

    
      Barely enough time to properly learn one Vision.
    

    
      This called for focus and selection.
    

    
      There were two options.
    

    
      Learn a Vision or study Visions.
    

    
      The former would let me use a Vision, the latter would broaden my insight into them.
    

    
      “What are you going to do, Senior?”
    

    
      I already had my answer.
    

    
      “I’m going to learn a Vision.”
    

    
      I had been feeling my limits lately.
    

    
      I currently had two identities.
    

    
      One was a thief, and the other was a cadet.
    

    
      As a thief, I, Gerard, was strong even in my own eyes.
    

    
      I could fully utilize the abilities of artifacts like Raven, the techniques I stole from the Vault, and the support of Shadow and my summons, leveraging all my abilities to one hundred percent.
    

    
      In that case, I calculated I could hold my own even against someone from the Central Knights, known as the knights among knights.
    

    
      ‘But as a cadet, Gerard was different.’
    

    
      I couldn’t even use half of the thief’s abilities properly.
    

    
      I couldn’t use Visions or artifacts.
    

    
      All I could fully rely on were my swordsmanship and the stats from my status window.
    

    
      That alone would make it honestly tough to overcome future crises.
    

    
      In this situation, volunteering at the Vault was an opportunity.
    

    
      A chance to grow legitimately and publicly.
    

    
      Visions I stole had to be used discreetly, but the Visions I learned now could be used freely.
    

    
      And this would elevate the cadet Gerard to the next level.
    

    
      ‘With [Versatile], I should be able to learn about two.’
    

    
      Having made my plan, I looked at Yuria and asked.
    

    
      “Yuria, what about you?”
    

    
      “Hmm. I’m going to study.”
    

    
      “Why? Learning a Vision now wouldn’t be a bad idea.”
    

    
      “I want to fully make the realization I had this time my own.”
    

    
      Ah.
    

    
      She was talking about the ice slash she showed underground.
    

    
      “You said it was the result of imbuing aura with an attribute, right?”
    

    
      “At least, based on my knowledge?”
    

    
      “I want to try it again.”
    

    
      Elemental attributes were a unique property of mana, but Yuria was a mutant, so that system didn’t apply to her.
    

    
      Her constitution was breaking down the boundaries between aura and mana.
    

    
      And the result was the ice slash we saw last time.
    

    
      Of course, it was all just my speculation.
    

    
      “Honestly, I don’t recommend it. It’s not certain, and it’s all just my guesses. On the other hand, an opportunity like this doesn’t come often, so I think it’s better to invest in something certain rather than uncertain.”
    

    
      “No way. If I don’t do it now, I feel like I’ll forget that sensation.”
    

    
      Yuria was resolute.
    

    
      “And you said back then, didn’t you? That I’m a pioneer challenging the unknown realm of a Magic Swordsman. That even if there’s only a one percent chance, a pioneer’s spirit is to challenge it without fear.”
    

    
      Did I say something cool?
    

    
      I didn’t remember.
    

    
      Anyway, it seemed I couldn’t sway Yuria’s stubbornness.
    

    
      Well, rather than forcing my way on her, sometimes respecting and observing her decisions might be a good approach.
    

    
      There would be more opportunities to choose Visions in the future.
    

    
      While we were each focused on our tasks, Yuria called out.
    

    
      “Senior!”
    

    
      Yeah?
    

    
      “Just a sec. Help.”
    

    
      I headed toward Yuria.
    

    
      She was leaning against a bookshelf, with two Secret Tomes spread out on the floor.
    

    
      “I don’t quite understand this part.”
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      I examined the Secret Tomes.
    

    
      One was [Cynaria’s Breath], a Qi Gong Technique.
    

    
      The other was [Northern Swordsmanship].
    

    
      It was said that refining aura with [Cynaria’s Breath] imbued it with frost.
    

    
      If one then mastered [Northern Swordsmanship] to the Expert level, that swordsman could use a technique called Ice Sword.
    

    
      Similar to the ice slash Yuria showed.
    

    
      But…….
    

    
      “The reference material is wrong to begin with.”
    

    
      “Huh? Why?”
    

    
      “The mechanisms are completely different.”
    

    
      I sat down next to Yuria.
    

    
      I carefully explained the differences between her unique qualities and the two Secret Tomes.
    

    
      Yuria listened intently to my explanation.
    

    
      Occasionally adding ‘Yes’, ‘Right’ as interjections.
    

    
      As we focused, I didn’t notice that the distance between us was gradually closing.
    

    
      “Yuria. You said back then that you just thought about it, and it worked. What did you think about it?”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “Did you picture it in your head? Like imagining it vividly?”
    

    
      Using such a technique through imagination alone was a new possibility.
    

    
      So, I urged Yuria to answer.
    

    
      “Yeah? Can you tell me in detail?”
    

    
      Yuria’s pale face was flushed red up to her ears.
    

    
      “It’s not like that. Just…….”
    

    
      Yuria hesitated before answering.
    

    
      “I thought about you.”
    

    
      ……Huh?
    

    
      I blinked dumbly.
    

    
      “I thought about you, Senior.”
    

    
      Her voice was firm now.
    

    
      Her eyes, which had been wandering aimlessly moments ago, were now fixed entirely on me.
    

    
      “Uh…….”
    

    
      Only then did I realize how close we had gotten.
    

    
      I belatedly felt her shoulder pressing against my arm, her rough breathing, and the warm breath escaping between her slightly parted lips.
    

    
      Her flushed cheeks and trembling eyelashes.
    

    
      Beneath them, those jet-black eyes clearly fixed on me.
    

    
      Like a frozen painting. Yuria’s image struck my eyes, resembling someone who was shy but had mustered great courage.
    

    
      Now that I thought about it, it was strange.
    

    
      The difference between Mana Circuit and aura was the first thing Academy cadets learned.
    

    
      Moreover, she was taking the special Magic Swordsman course, so she must have heard it from Chaser and Ronica until her ears bled.
    

    
      ‘But Yuria told me she didn’t know…….’
    

    
      ……How should I interpret this?
    

    
      My mind was filled with confusion.
    

    
      But my pounding heart, beating like it would burst, already knew what this situation meant.
    

    
      One thing was certain.
    

    
      This situation was insanely dangerous.
    

    
      “I read in a book a long time ago. That…… there are forces in this world that can’t be fully explained by magic or laws.”
    

    
      “W-Wait. Hold on, Yuria.”
    

    
      “So, I thought about it, and it seems like…….”
    

    
      I looked at Yuria’s lips with trembling eyes.
    

    
      Gulp, my dry throat swallowed.
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      The week passed by in a flash.
    

    
      If I had to summarize that time in one sentence, it would be this.
    

    
      A life like a squirrel on a wheel.
    

    
      An infinite loop of dormitory, lectures, and the Vault.
    

    
      But that didn't mean it was boring.
    

    
      Since I had the key to the main entrance, Yuria and I had no choice but to stick together all the time, and I got to hear a lot from Yuria.
    

    
      Most of it was trivial, but some of it could be important information for me.
    

    
      A prime example was talking about Ivan.
    

    
      Conversations about Ivan were extremely important information for me.
    

    
      Why?
    

    
      Because I was in a position where I had to monitor every move Ivan made.
    

    
      Ivan was the protagonist destined to bring down the Beltus Cult, the dark force of this world.
    

    
      Whether he had grown as strong as in the original or weaker.
    

    
      If stronger, by how much, and if weaker, how to make him stronger.
    

    
      I had to watch over him from behind and nurture him so he could topple the cult, maintaining a sort of supporter position.
    

    
      Just a supporter?
    

    
      I also had to keep him in check.
    

    
      As the judge of evil, he was the one who would most directly influence my death flag in the future.
    

    
      So, while keeping a certain distance, I needed to periodically check Ivan's status and growth rate.
    

    
      “You said he's been obsessively focused on sword training right now.”
    

    
      Ivan had talent in swords, but he was also a product of effort.
    

    
      In ‘Heroes of Frey,’ the system demanded periodic training (disguised as mini-games) from the player, and each time, Ivan achieved insane growth.
    

    
      “And soon, that potential is about to explode.”
    

    
      Midterm evaluation.
    

    
      That was the starting point when the name Ivan began to spread across the continent.
    

    
      If Ivan was the top person to watch, the next was Rachel.
    

    
      In a way, she was the most annoying person in the Academy right now, and though she hadn't directly harmed me yet, her constant presence was nagging at me.
    

    
      Rachel's mission was to corrupt cadets into the cult's dogs.
    

    
      Naturally, the class targeted most heavily for brainwashing was the 890th.
    

    
      Not only accessibility but also because they were young, inexperienced, and hadn't fully received the Academy's mental education, making them easiest to dye.
    

    
      Especially kids from commoner backgrounds without strong backing were easy targets for desires, her main demographic.
    

    
      In the original, Ivan was the top brainwashing target.
    

    
      But from what Yuria said, Yuria seemed to rank just as high as Ivan.
    

    
      She was quite clingy.
    

    
      Still, there hadn't been any direct actions yet.
    

    
      ‘I’m also curious about that top-secret information I heard back then. When will she contact me again.’
    

    
      Thus, conversing with Yuria was an incredibly important task for me.
    

    
      In a way, Yuria was already acting as my informant without knowing it, and though I felt a slight pang of conscience, that was it.
    

    
      ‘Yuria is my right arm.’
    

    
      In my mind, it was already settled that way.
    

    
      As soon as we entered the Vault, as if waiting, we stopped talking and headed to our respective spots.
    

    
      Our respective spots meant the bookshelves where the Secret Tomes we needed were shelved.
    

    
      Yuria to the Magic section, and me to the opposite, swordsmanship.
    

    
      The two swordsmanship I learned over the week were ‘Royal Swordsmanship Latter Part’ and 
    

    
      ‘Dual Illusion Sword.’
    

    
      Dual Illusion Sword.
    

    
      A type of Illusion Sword that pursued change, the most representative sword known as the first to come to mind when thinking of Illusion Swords, and when mastered to the extreme, it was said to create the illusion of facing two opponents.
    

    
      Its origin was from the long-destroyed kingdom of Barda during the continental war.
    

    
      At the time, the Kingdom of Barda was a colony of the Naimus Empire, and the only knight order that faced off against the elite Northern Knights of the Frey Empire without being pushed back 
    

    
      was the Barda Royal Guard of the Kingdom of Barda.
    

    
      The Dual Illusion Sword was the main swordsmanship of the Barda Royal Guard.
    

    
      There were several reasons I chose this.
    

    
      “First, it suits me well.”
    

    
      Changeable Illusion Swords were fundamentally most influenced by agility.
    

    
      Also, due to its nature, Illusion Sword was not easy to learn, so very few people had learned it, which in reverse meant few swordsmen properly knew how to counter Illusion Swords.
    

    
      That became a significant strength.
    

    
      From the start, Illusion Sword was hard to read the sword path, so anyone using cold weapons basically disliked facing it.
    

    
      “And it has good synergy with Dagger Arts too. If fully mastered, it can be utilized in multiple ways.”
    

    
      But the most representative reason I chose Dual Illusion Sword was that, like Royal Swordsmanship, there was a next step.
    

    
      Triple Illusion Sword.
    

    
      Furthermore, the ‘Quintuple Illusion Sword,’ belonging to the extreme secret visions, was sleeping underground in ‘Artera Fortress,’ which was once the territory of the Kingdom of Barda but now land of the Naimus Empire.
    

    
      ‘It’s not for nothing that the Barda Royal Guard was the only one to stand equal against the supposedly strong Northern Knights.’
    

    
      On the other hand, ‘Royal Swordsmanship Latter Part’ was more for information acquisition than for my use.
    

    
      I’d eventually face the empire’s knights, so consider it insurance for them.
    

    
      So, I reduced my sleep to practice and made Dual Illusion Sword my own, and finally achieved satisfactory results.
    

    
      “You worked hard managing the storage room.”
    

    
      The last day.
    

    
      The librarian Bails looked at us and said flatly.
    

    
      “Worked hard? You must have suffered because of us, librarian.”
    

    
      “No. You two definitely helped me.”
    

    
      In what way did we help?
    

    
      We did clean periodically, but I didn’t remember giving any other notable help.
    

    
      If anything, we were probably disturbed by bustling around.
    

    
      I wanted to ask, but Bails had already taken the main entrance key I gave him and was closing the Vault’s main door.
    

    
      Thud!
    

    
      “He’s businesslike to the end.”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      But I thought that personality suited the role of Vault manager.
    

    
      “How was it?”
    

    
      “It was good.”
    

    
      I smiled and asked back.
    

    
      “You?”
    

    
      The corners of Yuria’s lips, looking at me, slightly lifted.
    

    
      “Me too. It was a very precious time.”
    

    
      Then that’s good.
    

    
      As if we had planned it, we simultaneously started walking toward the dormitory building.
    

    
      Suddenly, whoosh, a cool night breeze passed between us.
    

    
      Maybe because we’d been indoors for so long.
    

    
      The fresh air felt like it was washing away the stuffiness inside, naturally lifting my mood.
    

    
      Yuria caught her disheveled hair in the wind and tucked it behind her ear.
    

    
      With her hands behind her back and eyes slightly downcast, she carefully asked the question she always asked around this time.
    

    
      “Senior, what are you going to do now?”
    

    
      “What are you asking? You know. I have to apply for night training.”
    

    
      “Today too?”
    

    
      “Of course. Is today any different?”
    

    
      A faint sigh reached my ears.
    

    
      “You really don’t rest, Senior.”
    

    
      I just replaced my answer with a bitter smile.
    

    
      “Sometimes. When I look at you, Senior, you seem like someone being chased by something.”
    

    
      “Where?”
    

    
      “I can’t pinpoint exactly, but overall.”
    

    
      “Is that so? I don’t know.”
    

    
      “At first, I thought it was because you’re an Academy cadet. This is the Academy after all. Everyone works hard, everyone craves recognition. So I thought it was natural. But…… you’re a bit different, Senior.”
    

    
      I turned my head to look at Yuria.
    

    
      “Want me to be honest?”
    

    
      “Tell me. I’m curious.”
    

    
      “It looks more like desperation than effort. Sometimes like struggling to break free…….”
    

    
      Yuria glanced at me once and finished her words.
    

    
      I had a rough idea, so it didn’t hit hard. I must have been expressionless, but that seemed to prick Yuria’s heart instead.
    

    
      “Actually, I’ve been curious. What your dream is, Senior. Why do you go to such lengths.”
    

    
      I’d never once told Yuria what my goal was.
    

    
      Not just Yuria.
    

    
      Baron Tesda, Professor Ilai.
    

    
      They were people I considered close. 
    

    
      None of them knew why I, Gerard, entered the Academy, or what ambitions, dreams, goals I aimed to achieve.
    

    
      ‘It might feel like a disconnect to them.’
    

    
      It would be hard to understand why I went to such lengths.
    

    
      Of course, I couldn’t answer ‘Yeah. I’m desperately trying not to die,’ so I decided to give a roughly appropriate excuse.
    

    
      “I lost two years, so I’m way behind my peers. Maybe that’s why. I don’t really have a dream or anything.”
    

    
      “Really? No dream?”
    

    
      “Yeah. The reason I entered the Academy was just to live better than others. Now, ‘much’ is added to that? Yeah. If I had to say, that would be my dream. Living much better and much more comfortably than others.”
    

    
      As I made the excuse, it wasn’t much different from Yuria.
    

    
      “……We’re the same?”
    

    
      “The lack of deep thoughts?”
    

    
      “Hmm. Yeah.”
    

    
      We both burst into giggles at the same time.
    

    
      “So, about that. I think I can help with your dream. I’m good at eating better than others.”
    

    
      “That’s true.”
    

    
      “So, let’s play today.”
    

    
      “……What? What’s the connection between you eating well and playing today?”
    

    
      The disjointed conversation made me chuckle involuntarily.
    

    
      I just felt good.
    

    
      The light night breeze, the somewhat bland air, this path walked without worries.
    

    
      Yuria beside me too.
    

    
      Everything blended together.
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      Then I seriously pondered.
    

    
      Since coming here, had I ever slept more than three hours, deeply without worries?
    

    
      Except for passing out after drinking the Elixir ‘Fierce Conviction’ during Karina’s time, it seemed not.
    

    
      “Then maybe I should really rest deeply today.”
    

    
      Yuria’s head next to me moved at an incredible speed.
    

    
      ……You’ll snap your neck, hey.
    

    
      “But what to do while resting?”
    

    
      “In my opinion! We can walk like this and then go to our rooms and sleep comfortably…….”
    

    
      “Ah! How about we play swordsmanship while resting? Yeah. That sounds good. It’s been a while; let’s see how much you’ve improved.”
    

    
      “……Sigh.”
    

    
      Somehow, Yuria’s sigh sounded louder than before.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      I headed to the Dean’s office at the appointed time.
    

    
      As I got closer to the Dean’s office, I started to wonder whether the sound echoing in the corridor was from my heart or my footsteps.
    

    
      I was that tense.
    

    
      This time, I intended to ask.
    

    
      To the Dean, why was he pushing me this much?
    

    
      I’d pondered a lot about that man, Bell Toro.
    

    
      The favors the Dean had shown me.
    

    
      They were focused on me to the point of feeling biased.
    

    
      Of course, they weren’t all unjust or free.
    

    
      They were expressions of gratitude for saving the Academy, legitimate rewards.
    

    
      But there was a limit to everything.
    

    
      If the one who resolved the past crises had been Ivan instead of me, would he have given such rewards?
    

    
      Giving artifacts, actively helping with Yuria’s career path, protecting from hostile professors, giving this non-punishment punishment?
    

    
      ‘No.’
    

    
      I could be sure.
    

    
      Even in ‘Heroes of Frey,’ Ivan had resolved numerous crises for the Academy from his cadet days.
    

    
      But in that process, Ivan received nothing from the Dean.
    

    
      Even meetings were maybe three times?
    

    
      ‘Compared to that, how many times for me?’
    

    
      It seemed like at least five.
    

    
      Anyway.
    

    
      So today, I intended to ask directly.
    

    
      No matter how much I pondered, I couldn’t figure it out.
    

    
      The reason he kept supporting me unknowingly, and what his ulterior motive was.
    

    
      When you don’t know the reason, the best is to charge straight in.
    

    
      Thus, arriving at the Dean’s office.
    

    
      I took a deep breath and lightly knocked on the door.
    

    
      Knock knock!
    

    
      [Come in]
    

    
      Inside were the Dean and the Vice-Dean.
    

    
      Perhaps they had been discussing something serious, as the atmosphere felt somewhat frozen.
    

    
      ‘Timing sucks.’
    

    
      I didn’t like that the Vice-Dean was there too.
    

    
      Still, I decided to proceed anyway.
    

    
      Who knew when I’d meet the Dean again.
    

    
      “Sit.”
    

    
      As soon as I sat on the sofa, the Dean looked at me and asked.
    

    
      “How was it? Did you reflect a lot?”
    

    
      Reflect.
    

    
      I did a lot.
    

    
      When I nodded, he smiled lightly.
    

    
      “Good. I’d like to hear what reflections you had, but no time, so let’s skip it. Be careful not to have such incidents next time.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Alright, then.”
    

    
      The Dean took out a paper envelope from below and placed it on the table.
    

    
      It resembled a scene from a gangster movie.
    

    
      As if the paper envelope contained bundles of bills or drugs.
    

    
      But I knew what was inside.
    

    
      An artifact.
    

    
      Still, this time he didn’t send it carelessly by parcel.
    

    
      “Take it. Deliver Yuria’s directly to her.”
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      “Thank you for what. You two deserve these artifacts. Rather, we’re grateful. Right, Vice-Dean?”
    

    
      Instead of answering, the Vice-Dean shook his head with a face like he couldn’t stop him.
    

    
      I took the paper envelope.
    

    
      It was so light I could barely feel the weight.
    

    
      I wanted to open the envelope right away and check the contents, but I postponed it.
    

    
      Seeing that, the Dean cast a puzzled glance.
    

    
      “Hmm? You look like you have something to say?”
    

    
      I set the paper envelope aside.
    

    
      “I have a question.”
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      “Why are you helping me?”
    

    
      At the same time, laughter loud enough to shake the Dean’s office burst out.
    

    
      “Puhahahaha!”
    

    
      I just watched him laugh quietly.
    

    
      After a moment, he stopped laughing abruptly and met my eyes.
    

    
      His smooth eye corners, without a wrinkle, curved playfully as if discovering an amusing toy.
    

    
      “You think I’m helping you?”
    

    
      “Will you deny it? There are too many examples to deny.”
    

    
      The Dean didn’t deny it.
    

    
      Far from denying, he subtly asked the Vice-Dean.
    

    
      “Was it obvious, Karad?”
    

    
      “Very obvious. Actually, giving Vault volunteering as punishment still seems over the top even now.”
    

    
      “Hmm. Actually, I thought ‘oops’ the next day too.”
    

    
      But contrary to his words, his expression was nonchalant, as if talking about someone else.
    

    
      The Dean, having laughed it off, turned his head toward me and asked.
    

    
      “So. Do you dislike it?”
    

    
      “I don’t dislike it, but it is burdensome.”
    

    
      “Burdensome, huh. I see. I hadn’t thought of it that way. Indeed, receiving help from someone without knowing why could feel uneasy?”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “Yeah. The reason is…… I see potential in you.”
    

    
      Potential?
    

    
      “The potential I’m looking for, you could say? Know it as that for now. How’s that, does it answer?”
    

    
      No.
    

    
      Not at all.
    

    
      “Leave.”
    

    
      In the end, I had no choice but to leave the Dean’s office with even greater suspicions.
    

    
      I see potential?
    

    
      What potential?
    

    
      The potential to succeed as an outstanding knight?
    

    
      Or the discernment that discovered the talent of a Magic Swordsman in Yuria?
    

    
      The latter was more likely.
    

    
      Because there were plenty of promising knight materials here.
    

    
      “Discernment…….”
    

    
      The trait, [Gaius’s Insight] came to mind.
    

    
      A trait even I, an old-timer, saw for the first time.
    

    
      I thought the Dean might know the secret and origin of this.
    

    
      The great thief, Ian Gaius and Shadow.
    

    
      And the hidden story of the ‘Fall of the Moon’ that happened 10 years ago.
    

    
      Anyway, the conversation just now wasn’t entirely fruitless.
    

    
      I confirmed that his support and help were real.
    

    
      Whatever the reason, the fact was that having the Dean backing me while active in the Academy was the most reliable and safe support.
    

    
      There were still suspicious points, but good is good.
    

    
      For now, making the most of his help would be best.
    

    
      Organising my thoughts that way, I opened the paper envelope the Dean gave me.
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      Inside the paper envelope were a bracer and a bracelet.
    

    
      No wrapping or restraints, just there. 
    

    
      Thinking it's just like that guy, I headed to the girls' dormitory.
    

    
      “Senior!”
    

    
      As soon as she saw me, Yuria waved and ran over.
    

    
      I took out the bracer from the bracer and bracelet and handed it to her.
    

    
      “Is this really my artifact?”
    

    
      “Yeah. It's yours. Bracer of the Red Dragon. Red Dragon's main product.”
    

    
      Yuria's eyes sparkled like stars.
    

    
      “Red Dragon. I've heard the kids talk about it.”
    

    
      Red Dragon Workshop.
    

    
      It's strange if an Academy cadet doesn't know about it.
    

    
      If shoes have Naik, bags have Ermes, artifacts have Red Dragon.
    

    
      Outstanding craftsmanship and technology befitting a long tradition.
    

    
      A handmade workshop where renowned artisans and skilled researchers from the continent gather to craft each piece by hand.
    

    
      And with the Zain family's capital added, that's the Red Dragon Workshop.
    

    
      “Amazing. They say you can't get Red Dragon's artifacts no matter how much money you have.”
    

    
      “Yeah. The purchase conditions are strict. It's the only place where the workshop evaluates the customer. So the value is high too.”
    

    
      “Wow.”
    

    
      An artifact is like any mass-produced one, but differentiated among them is Red Dragon's artifact.
    

    
      In some ways, it is harder to get than a unique grade.
    

    
      Unique grade can be obtained with money, but not Red Dragon's artifact. 
    

    
      Some even mark it as Red Dragon grade separately.
    

    
      “Try it on.”
    

    
      Yuria rolled up her sleeve and wore the bracer inside. 
    

    
      Twisting her arm around, Yuria looked at me and smiled.
    

    
      “Amazing. I thought it would wrap around my arm and be uncomfortable, but it's not at all.”
    

    
      “Why else would it be high-end? Their skill is the best on the continent.”
    

    
      The special ability of ‘Bracer of the Red Dragon’ is [Glide], which grants the wearer flight ability.
    

    
      Yuria could learn the 4th circle magic [Flight] later, but [Flight] has the drawback of restricting other actions during casting.
    

    
      That's why I chose this.
    

    
      “Like it?”
    

    
      “Of course. Thank you.”
    

    
      “Thank the Dean. Without him, we couldn't have gotten it.”
    

    
      “You chose it, Senior. But I'll tell the Dean too.”
    

    
      Watching Yuria, smiling brightly for once, obsessively examining the bracer for a while, I also checked my reward.
    

    
      This item made of thin silver threads is called a Bracelet of Protection.
    

    
      Not a unique grade, nor from a famous workshop like Red Dragon, but a decent artifact nonetheless.
    

    
      ……Actually, I wanted something better, but couldn't due to the professors' eyes, especially Allen Desico.
    

    
      When I called for the Bracer of the Red Dragon for Yuria's artifact, he glared like he would kill me from the side.
    

    
      Even Baron Tesda, on my side, had a 'look at this guy?' expression, so actually, I had to concede a step.
    

    
      ‘Social life is all about reading the room.’
    

    
      Well, that doesn't mean this is bad.
    

    
      The [Mana Shield] deployed by the Bracelet of Protection is good for crisis moments.
    

    
      [Mana Shield] strengthens the barrier's size and strength proportional to the injected mana amount.
    

    
      With high mental power and fast mana regeneration from [Thief's Breath], it has good synergy with me.
    

    
      “Is that yours, Senior?”
    

    
      Yuria, who had come closer at some point, asked while looking at my bracelet.
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      “Pretty.”
    

    
      “Really?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Want to switch?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      Yuria was still resolute.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      That night.
    

    
      I slipped out of the Academy and headed to the Sewer District.
    

    
      Beltus Cult.
    

    
      I had something to question them about.
    

    
      They had caused incidents without any orders or hints to us.
    

    
      The hostage situation and bomb terror.
    

    
      It's fine not to give missions, but as contract partners, they should have stated their position beforehand.
    

    
      Same now.
    

    
      I knew there was a wind of upheaval in the cult due to Narsi's death and the disappearance of Bandarok Guild.
    

    
      At the center was the power struggle between the Death Council and Darkness Council to take control of 'Raiding the Academy'.
    

    
      But strangely, the cult said nothing about this.
    

    
      As if 'You just do what you're told'.
    

    
      Naturally, the cult has no reason to report and explain their circumstances to us, but they shouldn't drag those circumstances out.
    

    
      ‘This is ignoring me and Shadow.’
    

    
      Even though contract partners, at least as allies plotting the great cause of 'Raiding the Academy', they should have hinted to us before those two incidents.
    

    
      “Hmm? What brings the Master here without notice......”
    

    
      Guartes tilted his head as soon as he saw me.
    

    
      I grabbed his collar and pushed him against the wall.
    

    
      “Ugh! M-Master?”
    

    
      Guartes, slammed against the wall helplessly, struggled in my grip.
    

    
      “Calm down for a moment! I-I was going to tell you anyway!”
    

    
      “Ah. You know why I'm doing this?”
    

    
      Knowing but delaying means no intention to tell.
    

    
      ‘A mere cleric underling looking down on me. This pisses me off a bit.’
    

    
      I drew my dagger.
    

    
      Not to do anything, just to clearly show our positions now.
    

    
      But.
    

    
      Grab.
    

    
      Someone grabbed my arm.
    

    
      “Zombies?”
    

    
      It's a zombie.
    

    
      I looked at it closely with doubt.
    

    
      The rotting, half-melted appearance is definitely a zombie.
    

    
      The problem is, I didn't sense this guy approaching.
    

    
      “What the.”
    

    
      “Zad! Get away!”
    

    
      Guartes shouted at the zombie.
    

    
      ‘Oh? Even gave a name to a zombie?’
    

    
      Zombies are one rank above skeletons but treated similarly as low-level undead.
    

    
      Experience points for cadets.
    

    
      But this one had a name.
    

    
      Meaning it's not an ordinary zombie, I suppose.
    

    
      ‘Doesn't even listen to its master's words.’
    

    
      High loyalty or something.
    

    
      The zombie ignored Guartes's order to get away and still held my arm.
    

    
      No.
    

    
      It went a step further and swung a fist.
    

    
      Whoosh!
    

    
      And what blocked it wasn't me.
    

    
      Suddenly, the space beside me split and an arm popped out.
    

    
      Smack!
    

    
      It was Clatter.
    

    
      Clatter!
    

    
      Clatter, who opened subspace himself to block the zombie's fist, strode out of subspace.
    

    
      And stood in front of me, confronting the zombie.
    

    
      ‘What’s this situation?’
    

    
      Seeing two corpses suddenly standing still having a staring contest, an absurd laugh burst out.
    

    
      So I released Guartes too.
    

    
      Just, the mood was ruined.
    

    
      “Cough! Cough! Zad!”
    

    
      Guartes, freed from my arm, called the zombie.
    

    
      The zombie withdrew its gaze from Clatter and passed us to stand behind Guartes.
    

    
      Guartes stroked Zad once and bowed deeply to me.
    

    
      “Late, but I apologize for the rudeness of not telling you in advance. How it happened is......”
    

    
      We had moved places by then.
    

    
      Guartes laid out in detail why he couldn't tell Shadow in advance, the reasons and circumstances.
    

    
      Simply summarized, it was like this.
    

    
      “So all were independent actions by the Darkness Council?”
    

    
      “Yes. No consultation with us at all. I only learned after the incidents, so no timing to tell the Master.”
    

    
      Guartes scratched his head.
    

    
      I couldn't understand.
    

    
      I knew from the original that the sect rivalries in the cult were a mess.
    

    
      But still, to cause such sudden events with the great cause of Frey Hero Academy at stake.
    

    
      It only looked like going wild.
    

    
      “Mad as hell.”
    

    
      “We see it that way too. Barbarians who only know how to kill people.”
    

    
      Killing people or handling corpses, they all looked like barbarians to me.
    

    
      “But what’s that guy?”
    

    
      “Ah. Zad?”
    

    
      Affection dripped from Guartes's eyes looking at the zombie.
    

    
      “Do you remember the Elixir of Death I mentioned last time?”
    

    
      I nodded.
    

    
      “Don't tell me that's made with it?”
    

    
      “Hehe. Yes. This is it.”
    

    
      Elixir of Death.
    

    
      It was said to forcibly draw out undead growth.
    

    
      A fearsome power, one that must not be completed and delivered to the Death Council.
    

    
      I tried to destroy it before that.
    

    
      ‘Said it was still in experiment, don't tell me it was completed in these few days?’
    

    
      It seemed so.
    

    
      Otherwise, this Zad zombie wouldn't have been born.
    

    
      ‘Damn. This complicates things.’
    

    
      The Death Council was already a powerful force on its own.
    

    
      Fewest apostles but not for nothing the core of Beltus Cult.
    

    
      No need to think long.
    

    
      Days passed since Bandarok disappeared. 
    

    
      Yet the Darkness Council still hasn't taken control of raiding the Academy, just doing sudden actions.
    

    
      To such Death Council, ‘Elixir of Death’ is power that can multiply strength several times.
    

    
      ‘Annoying.’
    

    
      Anyway, due to me, the butterfly effect made this bitter.
    

    
      ‘Any way to stop it now?’
    

    
      If the recipe hasn't spread yet, there might be a way.
    

    
      To get information at least, I asked looking at Guartes.
    

    
      “Bishop Cristiano will be pleased.”
    

    
      “Haha. Thank you.”
    

    
      Guartes made an uncharacteristic shy expression.
    

    
      “But, it's a bit ambiguous.”
    

    
      I tilted my head.
    

    
      “Ambiguous? What?”
    

    
      “To call it complete, the result is only this guy.”
    

    
      What does this mean?
    

    
      “Failed dozens of times so far, and the only success is this one. The only success.”
    

    
      “Then the elixir?”
    

    
      Guartes shook his head.
    

    
      “Not making anymore. Over 40 bottles went into making this one. Including failures, countless. About 5 gold per bottle......”
    

    
      Goosebumps at the astronomical amount beyond calculation.
    

    
      ‘The real money eater wasn't Lunatic but here.’
    

    
      Amazingly, his head is still attached.
    

    
      With Bishop Cristiano's personality, he'd kill and make undead immediately.
    

    
      ‘Guartes was more recognized in the cult than I thought.’
    

    
      Perhaps because of me?
    

    
      Not entirely unrelated, I thought.
    

    
      Anyway.
    

    
      This lessens the worry.
    

    
      If I eliminate this Zad guy, traces of Elixir of Death completely disappear.
    

    
      “More than that, I didn't know the Master knew necromancy.”
    

    
      Guartes said looking at Clatter standing beside me.
    

    
      “Looks like a regular skeleton on the outside, but blocking Zad's attack, and the death energy felt. Not an ordinary summon. Can you tell how you got it?”
    

    
      Not a secret, so I roughly told.
    

    
      “Originally just a skeleton. Strengthened by Thought Devouring.”
    

    
      “Oh. Is that so? Indeed, if zombies have corpse poison, skeletons have Thought Devouring. How many skeletons did you feed?”
    

    
      “Didn't feed much? Two skeleton warriors and a ghost knight. Three.”
    

    
      Guartes jumped up.
    

    
      “That's impossible! Though Devouring has clear limits!”
    

    
      “......My ears are fine.”
    

    
      “Ah! Sorry, Master. I got carried away.”
    

    
      Guartes quickly admitted fault and apologized.
    

    
      “Fine. But limits to Thought Devouring?”
    

    
      “Just as said. Skeleton's Thought Devouring is not infinite. Varies per individual, but usually not over five zombies or skeletons, and for skeleton warrior's thought, can't even handle one.”
    

    
      “Hmm. I see.”
    

    
      “Not just ‘hmm, I see.’ This is a great discovery!”
    

    
      Guartes's eyes looking at Clatter gleamed like a predator eyeing prey.
    

    
      What a great discovery.
    

    
      The world sometimes has things beyond common sense.
    

    
      I've experienced several already.
    

    
      I knew Clatter was special from the start.
    

    
      ‘Still, feels good.’
    

    
      Praise always feels good.
    

    
      Even if not my praise, Clatter's is soon mine.
    

    
      Looking at Clatter with proud eyes, somehow Clatter had no interest in that.
    

    
      Praise or not.
    

    
      Clatter's black pupils were fixed on one place since earlier, not budging.
    

    
      Follow the gaze.
    

    
      At the end was Zad, the zombie born from Elixir of Death.
    

    
      ‘Been like that since clashing once. What caught its eye?’
    

    
      Funny thing, the zombie didn't care about such Clatter.
    

    
      The zombie stood still.
    

    
      Just staring holes into its master Guartes's back of head.
    

    
      ‘Do summons normally look at their master like that?’
    

    
      Definitely an oddly creepy and unpleasant guy.
    

    
      Like a science lab human model, uncanny valley feeling.
    

    
      ‘Need to clean up soon when I have the chance.’
    

    
      Undead themselves defy providence, but this one born from elixir is especially alien and twisted.
    

    
      While planning that.
    

    
      ‘Wait.’
    

    
      Clatter came into view then.
    

    
      Still burning fighting spirit at the guy.
    

    
      Suddenly curious.
    

    
      How much thought does that zombie have?
    

    
      ‘Poured 40 bottles of elixir...... Whoa?’
    

    
      Position changed.
    

    
      Now my eyes looking at the zombie turned like those eyeing prey.
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      Then Guartes spoke.  
    

    
      “But be careful. Nothing in this world is limitless. Thought Devouring is no exception. That skeleton is impressive, no doubt, but it has its limits.”  
    

    
      He warned with a serious face.  
    

    
      “If you get greedy, it’ll break under the strain.”  
    

    
      “Break, as in… cease to exist?”  
    

    
      “Exactly.”  
    

    
      Even as a cleric, Guartes had dedicated his life to death and necromancy.  
    

    
      Naturally, he knew more about necromancy than I did.  
    

    
      I decided to heed his advice.  
    

    
      “Got it.”  
    

    
      Guartes smiled, satisfied.  
    

    
      “Why not study necromancy while you’re at it? I hear thieves can learn various visions through unique qi gong techniques. With such a fine test subject as your minion, you’d pick it up quickly.”  
    

    
      “I’ll consider it.”  
    

    
      “Heh, consider it favorably. If you want, I’ll lend you my lab for free.”  
    

    
      No thanks.  
    

    
      I’d rather study in a bathroom.
       
    

    
      I stood up.  
    

    
      “Anyway, tell Bishop Cristiano to wrap up the internal mess quickly. If this keeps up, I can’t work with you guys.”  
    

    
      “Understood. I’ll pass it on.”  
    

    
      I left Guartes’s lab.  
    

    
      Step, step.
       
    

    
      I walked through the sewers.
    

    
       
    

    
      Clatter followed silently.  
    

    
      Something felt off, so I glanced at him.  
    

    
      The vibe was different from usual.  
    

    
      Silent.
       
    

    
      Oh, right, he couldn’t talk.  
    

    
      Still, Clatter usually made those 
      click, click
       jaw noises.  
    

    
      It’s that zombie bastard.
       
    

    
      He must’ve stirred Clatter’s competitive streak.  
    

    
      Before heading to the surface, I opened a subspace.  
    

    
      “Get in.”  
    

    
      Clatter stood still.  
    

    
      I sighed.  
    

    
      For the first time, obedient Clatter defied my order.  
    

    
      Clatter was hitting puberty.  
    

    
      “Hoo. Alright, I get how you feel. But now’s not the time.”  
    

    
      Clatter looked up at me.  
    

    
      Without facial skin, I couldn’t read his expression.  
    

    
      “Why?”  
    

    
      Click! Clack!
       
    

    
      Clatter suddenly jumped into the waterway, kicking up water wildly.  
    

    
      Filth and muck splashed everywhere.  
    

    
      Splash! Splash!
       
    

    
      I saw his frustration in the act.  
    

    
      Could it be?
       
    

    
      I used Focused Gaze to check Clatter’s state.  
    

    
      And I saw it.  
    

    
      Cracks like spiderwebs etched into his forearm bones.  
    

    
      They weren’t mere injuries.  
    

    
      They were scratches on Clatter’s pride.  
    

    
      Clatter had lost to that zombie bastard.  
    

    
      * * *  
    

    
      So that’s why he kept glaring.
       
    

    
      I finally understood Clatter’s behavior and feelings.  
    

    
      I’d be pissed too.
       
    

    
      The Clatter I knew was a natural fighter with a winner’s spirit.  
    

    
      He never backed down, even against higher-tier undead, and always got the job done.  
    

    
      But he’d met his match for the first time.  
    

    
      A strengthened undead, not some ordinary one like himself.  
    

    
      And that zombie hadn’t even spared Clatter a glance.  
    

    
      Complete disregard from start to finish.  
    

    
      No wonder he’s mad.
       
    

    
      I turned my steps.  
    

    
      I’d planned to return to the Academy, but I headed to Lunatic instead.  
    

    
      Entering the office, the side door opened, and Luis stepped out.  
    

    
      “Master? What’s up?”  
    

    
      “Oh, Luis. Still awake?”  
    

    
      I sat at the office desk, pulling out a carefully stored Secret Tome.  
    

    
      [Understanding of Death]  
    

    
      It contained basic necromancy knowledge.  
    

    
      “Why that all of a sudden…?”  
    

    
      “Clatter’s hurt.”  
    

    
      I explained what happened to Luis.  
    

    
      He asked, incredulous, “A zombie like that exists?”  
    

    
      “First time I’ve seen one. Couldn’t even sense its presence. Creepy bastard.”  
    

    
      “Guartes’s ability to make such a thing is impressive.”  
    

    
      Clack
      —Clatter stomped beside us.  
    

    
      “Oh, you’re impressive too, of course.”  
    

    
      Clatter raised his jaw proudly.  
    

    
      “So, found a way to heal Clatter?”  
    

    
      I closed the [Understanding of Death] tome.  
    

    
      “Yeah, but there’s a problem.”  
    

    
      “What?”  
    

    
      “Skeletons can repair damage with Thought Devouring, but there’s no undead around to siphon thoughts from.”  
    

    
      Even if there were, it’d be an issue.  
    

    
      “If you get greedy, it’ll break under the strain.”
       
    

    
      I recalled Guartes’s warning.
    

    
       
    

    
      If Clatter’s body was too saturated to absorb more thoughts, healing wouldn’t work.  
    

    
      I’d be destroying Clatter with my own hands.
       
    

    
      Maybe I should’ve gone back to Guartes earlier.  
    

    
      Then Luis had an idea.  
    

    
      “Why not take him to Dayle?”  
    

    
      “Dayle? Why him?”  
    

    
      “He has an Evil Eye, isn’t he?”  
    

    
      I clapped my hands.  
    

    
      “Right! I forgot he has Evil Eye, with all the money he burns through. Let’s go.”  
    

    
      The three of us descended to Dayle’s underground lair.
    

    
       
    

    
      The liquor storage had become his workshop and residence.  
    

    
      Opening the iron door, I found Dayle engrossed, tinkering under a single light, oblivious to our entry.  
    

    
      “Hey.”  
    

    
      “Oh, boss? You’re here?”  
    

    
      He barely acknowledged us.  
    

    
      I didn’t care anymore.  
    

    
      “Can you heal undead?”  
    

    
      “What kinda nonsense… Gah! What’s with this skeleton?!”  
    

    
      Dayle, looking up, jumped at the sight of Clatter.  
    

    
      “Don’t call him a skeleton, punk. He’s your senior. Say hi. This is Clatter.”  
    

    
      Click!
       
    

    
      Clatter extended a hand. 
    

    
      Dayle stared, dumbfounded.  
    

    
      “…My senior?”  
    

    
      “Yup.”  
    

    
      Dayle’s expression screamed whether he really had to accept this as his senior.  
    

    
      “Anyway, can you heal undead or not?”  
    

    
      “How am I supposed to do that?”  
    

    
      “You’re Evil Eye.”  
    

    
      Dayle scowled.  
    

    
      “What, is Evil Eye some god? If you’ve got undead questions, ask a necromancer, not me.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Just take a look.”  
    

    
      “Don’t expect much.”  
    

    
      Dayle’s eyes scanned Clatter, then widened.  
    

    
      “…I can see it.”  
    

    
      “See? Why do you underestimate yourself?”  
    

    
      “Ahem.”  
    

    
      After a minute of examining Clatter, Dayle relaxed his gaze.  
    

    
      “Is the injury on the right arm?”  
    

    
      “Yeah.”  
    

    
      “It’ll heal on its own. The death energy’s flowing there.”  
    

    
      Good news.  
    

    
      I nearly had to go back to the Sewer District.  
    

    
      Going wasn’t the issue.  
    

    
      The problem was facing that zombie again.  
    

    
      Clatter won’t hold back next time.
       
    

    
      I’d barely calmed him with promises of a future chance to take that zombie down.  
    

    
      If he saw him now, Clatter would charge instantly.  
    

    
      Anyway.  
    

    
      “Did your part, huh?”  
    

    
      I slapped Dayle’s back.  
    

    
      “By the way, that ‘shock-the-world’ thing you’re making—done yet? Why no updates?”  
    

    
      “Heh, just wait. It’s almost ready. Brace yourself…”  
    

    
      “This guy always says the same thing. Be honest, you’re a spy here to siphon our funds.”  
    

    
      Dayle turned away, sulking.  
    

    
      * * *  
    

    
      A bright weekend.  
    

    
      Normally, I’d grab a sword and head to the training hall, but not today.  
    

    
      After my morning routine, I moved quickly.  
    

    
      I washed, donned a crisp white shirt, tied a tie, and slipped into a tailored jacket with horn buttons and creased trousers, finishing with polished shoes.  
    

    
      Not bad.
       
    

    
      No joke, it was the best I’d ever looked in a mirror.  
    

    
      “Gotta put in this much effort to look decent.”  
    

    
      I wet my hands, styled my sideburns, and finished prepping.  
    

    
      “Lulu.”  
    

    
      Humming, I opened the window.
    

    
       
    

    
      A cool breeze and cloudless sky.  
    

    
      Perfect day for an outing.  
    

    
      Today, I’d planned to go into town with Yuria.  
    

    
      We’d eat, wander the city, and browse.  
    

    
      It looked like a casual date, but it had a clear purpose.  
    

    
      She’ll love it.
       
    

    
      Thinking of Yuria’s joy at the gift, I finished preparing.  
    

    
      The meeting time approached.  
    

    
      Before leaving, my longsword by the wardrobe caught my eye.  
    

    
      I considered taking it but shook my head.  
    

    
      Nah, let’s just go. What could happen?
       
    

    
      I closed the door without regret.  
    

    
      “Senior!”  
    

    
      At the men’s dormitory gate, Yuria rose from a bench, waving.  
    

    
      I jogged to her.  
    

    
      “Wait long?”  
    

    
      “No, I just got here.”  
    

    
      “Wow, nice outfit.”  
    

    
      “Nice? It’s just my old mercenary clothes.”  
    

    
      Yuria eyed my attire.  
    

    
      “Where’s your sword?” 
    

    
       
    

    
      “Left it. Didn’t think I’d need it.”  
    

    
      “Oh! Then I’ll leave mine too!”  
    

    
      A longsword hung at Yuria’s waist.  
    

    
      Of course she’d bring it.  
    

    
      “Nah, keep it. Let’s go, the carriage is leaving.”  
    

    
      We took a carriage from the Academy station to Icata.  
    

    
      We arrived at a slightly late lunchtime.  
    

    
      After a quick meal at a nearby diner, we strolled the streets, exploring the market.  
    

    
      “Look, Yuria! Horse meat skewers! Let’s grab some!”  
    

    
      “Okay!”  
    

    
      “Whoa, that bread smells amazing, Yuria! Let’s check it out!”  
    

    
      “Sounds good, senior!”  
    

    
      Truth be told, I was the most excited.  
    

    
      Yuria, a former mercenary, had traveled widely, but not me.  
    

    
      I spent my days at the Academy, my outings limited to Lunatic or the Sewer District, always at night.  
    

    
      Wandering the lively, bustling streets felt healing, washing away old worries.  
    

    
      Coming out like this is nice sometimes.
       
    

    
      A glance at Yuria showed a smile that didn’t fade.  
    

    
      To others, she might seem expressionless, but her slightly upturned lips told me she was thrilled.  
    

    
      “Here we are.”  
    

    
      We reached our destination.  
    

    
      Palton Workshop
       
    

    
      Yuria looked at me, her dark eyes questioning.  
    

    
      “Why a workshop?”  
    

    
      I’d only said we were going out, not why.  
    

    
      No fun if I spill it early.
       
    

    
      I brushed it off.  
    

    
      “Just to look around?”  
    

    
      “Look around?”  
    

    
      “Yup.”  
    

    
      Ignoring her puzzled tilt, I opened the workshop door.  
    

    
      “Anyone here?”  
    

    
      “Welcome! Palton Workshop!”  
    

    
      The owner greeted us, arms wide.  
    

    
      Hans Palton.  
    

    
      A retired knight, he ran the workshop with his son.  
    

    
      Workshops weren’t just for artisans.  
    

    
      As a knight, Hans had built ties with blacksmiths, alchemists, and mages, using those connections to establish this workshop.  
    

    
      I used this place a lot in 
      Heroes of Frey*.*  
    

    
      His business style was unique.  
    

    
      “Profit less, people more.”
       
    

    
      No rip-offs, and the goods were high quality.  
    

    
      Even now, the workshop buzzed with customers.  
    

    
      “Looking for anything specific? Magitech tools on the right, artifacts on the left. Let me know, I’ll find it.”  
    

    
      “We’ll browse for now.”  
    

    
      “Alright, call if you need me!”  
    

    
      Hans, ever polite even to youngsters, turned to another customer.  
    

    
      “Wow, he’s so nice,” Yuria said.  
    

    
      “He’s my senior.”  
    

    
      “Really?”  
    

    
      Her eyes widened.  
    

    
      “Yup.”  
    

    
      Technically, Hans was from a knight school, not my senior, but we shared the same knightly roots protecting the Frey Empire.  
    

    
      “He probably knows who we are.”  
    

    
      “Oh.”  
    

    
      I didn’t miss the glint in Hans’s eyes as he glanced at us.  
    

    
      A retired knight and workshop owner likely subscribed to 
      Royal Dream
      .  
    

    
      And he’s playing it cool.
       
    

    
      I liked him even more.  
    

    
      “Wanna look around?”  
    

    
      “What about you, senior?”  
    

    
      “I’ve got something to find. I’ll be right back.”  
    

    
      Leaving Yuria, I headed to the artifact section.  
    

    
      I was after a bestseller from the subspace series, the Subspace Ring.  
    

    
      Pricey, but compact, lightweight, and stylish, it was a popular artifact.  
    

    
      I planned to give it to Yuria.  
    

    
      A gift offensive.
       
    

    
      Like churches handing out gift cards or taekwondo instructors giving toys at school gates.  
    

    
      My “thing” with Ivan was just a misunderstanding, a funny mishap.  
    

    
      But it doesn’t have to stay a misunderstanding, right?
       
    

    
      Yuria, having exploded in growth after overcoming her slump, was a treasure I couldn’t let slip.  
    

    
      A bold investment to secure her early was needed.  
    

    
      How much was it?
       
    

    
      I checked the price tag.  
    

    
      20G
       
    

    
      The word “insane” slipped out.  
    

    
      With my funds, minus bare living expenses, going to Shadow, it was an unthinkable sum.  
    

    
      Good thing I have the spirit stone.
       
    

    
      I planned to buy it with the spirit stone from Marquis Wagner.  
    

    
      Using it like this is a waste, but oh well.
       
    

    
      I’d initially intended to use it to upgrade Sylph to a mid-tier spirit.  
    

    
      But I reconsidered.  
    

    
      If Sylph becomes mid-tier, the spirit aura I give off will intensify.
       
    

    
      Meeting someone like Marquis Wagner, sensitive to spirits, could backfire.  
    

    
      Besides, I’d never felt Sylph lacking.  
    

    
      I hope she likes it.
       
    

    
      Thinking of Yuria’s reaction, I looked for Hans to pay.  
    

    
      “Kyaaa!”  
    

    
      A piercing scream tore through the workshop.  
    

    
      What?
       
    

    
      No time to think, I ran toward the sound.
    

    
       
    

    
      There, I found a man, likely a workshop employee, clutching his torn abdomen, crawling on the floor. 
    

    
       
    

    
      A long trail of blood formed a red carpet behind him.  
    

    
      The horrific scene made my brow furrow.  
    

    
      “Hey! What happened?!”  
    

    
      He grabbed my pant leg tightly.  
    

    
      Like a fading candle, his eyes dimmed.  
    

    
      “Ugh… upstairs…”  
    

    
      “Upstairs…?”  
    

    
      His eyes widened suddenly.  
    

    
      He sprang up, staring straight at me.  
    

    
      Return of Light Reflection?  
    

    
      No.  
    

    
      It was a gaze I’d seen recently.  
    

    
      Foul, unsettling Uncanny Eyes.  
    

    
      Graaah──!
       
    

    
      His jaw unhinged unnaturally, and he lunged at me.  
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      I quickly twisted my body to dodge his attack.
    

    
       
    

    
      At the same time, I threw a punch.  
    

    
      Pow!
       
    

    
      It felt like striking a thick crocodile hide. 
    

    
       
    

    
      He rose as if untouched, charging at me again.  
    

    
      “Damn it. Should’ve brought a sword.”  
    

    
      I had no choice.  
    

    
      I focused mana into my fist and pummeled the zombie’s stomach.  
    

    
      Pop-pop-pop-pop-bang!
       
    

    
      A barrage of punches battered the zombie’s body. 
    

    
       
    

    
      Yes, a zombie.  
    

    
      He had become a damned zombie.  
    

    
      The zombie staggered back, finally toppling a display stand and collapsing beneath it.  
    

    
      Graaah…!
       
    

    
      Even so, he thrashed, struggling to rise.  
    

    
      I frowned.  
    

    
      “Not your average zombie.”  
    

    
      Only one culprit came to mind.  
    

    
      That zombie bastard named Zad.  
    

    
      Only he, created by the Elixir of Death, could make such a variant zombie.  
    

    
      “That bastard Guartes, pulling this without a word…”  
    

    
      I clenched my fist tightly.  
    

    
      No, now wasn’t the time. 
    

    
      I had to deal with this mess first.  
    

    
      “Senior!”  
    

    
      At that moment, Yuria ran toward me.  
    

    
      She already had her sword drawn, its blade dripping with fresh blood.  
    

    
      There was more than one zombie.  
    

    
      “You okay?”  
    

    
      “And you?”  
    

    
      “I’m fine too. The zombies came out of nowhere…”  
    

    
      As she spoke, Yuria swung her hand.  
    

    
      The zombie thrashing under the stand froze solid, falling still.  
    

    
      The workshop’s interior was a wreck.  
    

    
      The sudden zombie outbreak had sent citizens fleeing, scattering goods, while the outside remained chaotic with shouts and screams.  
    

    
      “More outside, huh.”  
    

    
      I picked up a sword lying nearby.  
    

    
      An arming sword—shorter than what I was used to but light and well-balanced.  
    

    
      I turned to Yuria.  
    

    
      “Go outside and secure the area, Yuria. We don’t know where more zombies might pop up. Protect the civilians.”  
    

    
      “What about you, senior?”  
    

    
      “I’m heading upstairs.”  
    

    
      The zombie employee had clearly been turned on the second floor.  
    

    
      The red carpet he’d laid out proved it.  
    

    
      And faintly, sounds of combat had been drifting from upstairs.  
    

    
      My instincts kicked in.  
    

    
      The mastermind behind this chaos was up there.  
    

    
      Come to think of it, I hadn’t seen Hans.  
    

    
      “Then I’m counting on you!”  
    

    
      “Yes! Be careful!”  
    

    
      I climbed the blood-drenched stairs.  
    

    
      The scene on the second floor unfolded.  
    

    
      “…Y-You!”  
    

    
      Hans, sword in hand, lit up at the sight of me.  
    

    
      His exhausted face showed he’d barely held on.  
    

    
      I quickly assessed the situation.  
    

    
      Four zombies. And Hans… protecting his son.
       
    

    
      Behind him, a youth younger than me trembled in terror.  
    

    
      Then, a zombie right in front of me lunged.  
    

    
      Hans shouted, “Watch out! These aren’t normal zombies! Their skin is tough…!”  
    

    
      He fell silent as a zombie’s head was severed, collapsing limply.  
    

    
      I darted through the gap, approaching him.  
    

    
      Hans stared at me, astonished.  
    

    
      “Impressive young man.”  
    

    
      “Gerard, Frey Academy, Class of 888.”  
    

    
      “I know. Saw you in 
      Royal Dream
      .”  
    

    
      His praise was appreciated, but now wasn’t the time for chitchat.  
    

    
      “Take your son and get out. My junior’s waiting downstairs.”  
    

    
      “What about you, Gerard?”  
    

    
      “I’ve got to hold these things off.”  
    

    
      Hans hesitated briefly but nodded at my next words.  
    

    
      “Save your clueless son first.”  
    

    
      “…Thank you. I won’t forget this.”  
    

    
      That was enough for me.  
    

    
      “I’ll call the knights!”  
    

    
      With that, Hans led his son downstairs.
    

    
       
    

    
      Confirming their exit, I turned to the zombies, who stood rooted, staring at me.  
    

    
      Their unsettling gazes grated on me.  
    

    
      Especially the one at the back.  
    

    
      “You’re that bastard, right? Guartes’s minion, Zad.”  
    

    
      He was bigger than before, but I remembered those dry-well eyes.  
    

    
      “Should I thank you for waiting?”  
    

    
      Then it happened.
    

    
       
    

    
      A dark tunnel opened, and Clatter burst out.  
    

    
      I hadn’t summoned him.  
    

    
      Once again, he’d opened a subspace on his own.  
    

    
      Click!
       
    

    
      Clatter nodded at me.  
    

    
      Belatedly, I recalled our promise.  
    

    
      “Next time we meet, I’ll let you take him on properly.”
       
    

    
      I smacked my forehead.  
    

    
      Forgot about that.
       
    

    
      Clatter, gripping a dagger, was poised to charge, utterly trusting I wouldn’t break my word.  
    

    
      Can Clatter take him down before the knights arrive?
       
    

    
      And if Clatter killed him, he’d use Thought Devouring.
    

    
       
    

    
      Could he handle that massive influx of thoughts?  
    

    
      Whatever, take him down first.
       
    

    
      I nodded, and Clatter shot toward Zad like an arrow.  
    

    
      Naturally, the remaining zombie minions were mine.  
    

    
      The absurd part? The minions didn’t stop Clatter, who charged first.  
    

    
      Instead, they rushed me, as if to keep me from interfering.  
    

    
      “Dead things telling me to stay out of it?”  
    

    
      Graaah!
       
    

    
      They answered with swords.  
    

    
      Swords?
       
    

    
      Shockingly, these zombies wielded swords.  
    

    
      I realized instinctively.  
    

    
      These two are different.
       
    

    
      Their attire stood out. 
    

    
      The zombies I’d downed on the first floor and to save Hans wore workshop uniforms.  
    

    
      Not these two.  
    

    
      They were armed.  
    

    
      Leather jackets with imperial insignias, long swords, and long muskets protruding over their shoulders.  
    

    
      The combat gear of the Capital Defense Force.  
    

    
      The Defense Force got hit?
       
    

    
      If so, this was a major incident.  
    

    
      The Defense Force wasn’t large, but they were still regular troops under the Capital’s command.  
    

    
      If they’d been turned, the Capital’s defenses were breached, meaning zombies could pop up anywhere.  
    

    
      Damn it. What the hell’s happening in Icata?
       
    

    
      The fate I’d twisted was spiraling into an uncontrollable vortex.  
    

    
      Deal with these two first.
       
    

    
      I shook off stray thoughts, focusing on the fight.  
    

    
      These zombies seemed to retain some of their living memories.  
    

    
      Not only did they use swordsmanship, they coordinated attacks.  
    

    
      “Oh? Try blocking this.”  
    

    
      I infused variation into my swift sword strikes.  
    

    
      Dual Illusion Sword.  
    

    
      The moment their systematic movements faltered was now.  
    

    
      Grah?
       
    

    
      The zombie that blocked my sword tilted its head, staring at its severed arm, baffled as if wondering why it was cut despite parrying.  
    

    
      That was its last moment.  
    

    
      Slash!
       
    

    
      Confirming its head fall, I swung at the other.  
    

    
      The zombie, about to stab me, leaped back, discarding its sword.  
    

    
      Dropping its sword?
       
    

    
      It drew a long musket from its back, aiming at me.  
    

    
      Thud!
       
    

    
      But my thrown dagger embedded in its forehead first.  
    

    
      Flop—
       
    

    
      I retrieved the dagger from the fallen zombie, its brain destroyed.  
    

    
      Though I’d taken them down easily, my expression hardened.  
    

    
      Stronger than in life.
       
    

    
      Zombies were low-tier undead because they were slow, clumsy corpses.  
    

    
      Their corpse poison was fearsome, but avoidable.  
    

    
      Any decently trained person could take one down alone.  
    

    
      But these were different.  
    

    
      Tougher skin, faster movements.  
    

    
      Dead, they felt no emotion, pain, or fear of death.  
    

    
      Most terrifyingly, they retained their living skills.  
    

    
      If a Central Knight got turned…
       
    

    
      The thought alone was a catastrophic nightmare.  
    

    
      I have to stop it.
       
    

    
      I glared at the mastermind.  
    

    
      Crack-crack-crack!
       
    

    
      A fierce battle raged there.
    

    
       
    

    
      It seemed evenly matched, but only bone shards scattered.  
    

    
      Zad’s tough skin repelled Clatter’s dagger, while his sharp claws crushed and shattered Clatter’s body.  
    

    
      Joining would annoy Clatter, but I had no time to care.  
    

    
      That bastard couldn’t be let go.  
    

    
      He had to die here.  
    

    
      Then—  
    

    
      [*Khehehehe!*]  
    

    
      Zad, meeting my eyes, grinned grotesquely, lips tearing.  
    

    
      He grabbed Clatter and threw him.  
    

    
      Literally.  
    

    
      As if he’d only been toying until now.  
    

    
      Seizing the fast-moving Clatter, he hurled him at me.  
    

    
      “Crazy bastard.”  
    

    
      I dodged Clatter flying toward me.  
    

    
      I wanted to catch him, but I couldn’t.  
    

    
      I saw Zad bolt from his spot.  
    

    
      He headbutted the workshop wall, smashing it, and leaped below.  
    

    
      Splash!
       
    

    
      Rushing over, I peered down where he’d jumped.  
    

    
      A river flowed below, leading to the Sewer District.  
    

    
      “Damn it.”  
    

    
      No time to hesitate.  
    

    
      I tore off my jacket and dove into the water.  
    

    
      Plunge!
       
    

    
      The water was pitch-black.  
    

    
      Amid floating filth and the city’s detritus, the rancid stench overwhelmed.  
    

    
      The vile water made it impossible to see an inch ahead.  
    

    
      Even Night Vision, which turned night to day, was useless in this muck.  
    

    
      I tried Detection to track him, but I lost him.  
    

    
      “Hoo.”  
    

    
      Underwater, I hadn’t noticed how far I’d drifted.  
    

    
      “Oh, Clatter!”  
    

    
      I hurried back to the workshop.  
    

    
      The streets were filled with zombie corpses and blood.  
    

    
      The militia cleared bodies, while cloaked knights controlled the area.  
    

    
      One stopped me.  
    

    
      “This area’s still dangerous.”  
    

    
      “Gerard, Frey Academy, Class of 888. My junior’s inside.”  
    

    
      “…You’re him.”  
    

    
      As the knight opened his mouth—  
    

    
      “Senior!”  
    

    
      Yuria ran up from behind.  
    

    
      * * *  
    

    
      In the investigation room at Central Knights Headquarters, Yuria and I faced a man.  
    

    
      A narrow jaw and slicked-back hair.
    

    
       
    

    
      His sharp impression belonged to Saika Luzbell, deputy commander of the Central Knights’ First Division.  
    

    
      The First Division of any knight order was an elite unit of the strongest knights.  
    

    
      A deputy commander meant second-best in swordsmanship.  
    

    
      Comparable to Chaser Idna, maybe slightly weaker.
       
    

    
      We faced such a figure because of the recent zombie incident.  
    

    
      After the scene was secured, Saika questioned us thoroughly.  
    

    
      What happened in the workshop, what enemies we faced, how we responded.  
    

    
      I recounted everything.  
    

    
      “So the leader didn’t engage until the end?”  
    

    
      “Yes. He watched his minions fight, then fled.”  
    

    
      I omitted Clatter, mixing in some lies.  
    

    
      “I chased him but, as you see, I lost him.”  
    

    
      “I see.”  
    

    
      Saika scribbled with his pen. 
    

    
       
    

    
      I stared blankly.  
    

    
      “Senior, you okay?”  
    

    
      Yuria asked, concerned in her voice.  
    

    
      “I’m fine.”  
    

    
      I smiled, but I wasn’t.  
    

    
      I couldn’t focus on the investigation.  
    

    
      An hour ago, when I reunited with Yuria, I rushed back to the workshop.  
    

    
      But Clatter was nowhere to be found.
    

    
       
    

    
      I pressed Yuria, but she said, “When I got there, the workshop was empty.”  
    

    
      I bit my lip hard.  
    

    
      Clatter was missing.  
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      Even now, my mouth was dry.  
    

    
      The area around the workshop, hit by the zombie outbreak, was surely swarming with knights and soldiers.  
    

    
      If I’d managed to stay hidden, great.  
    

    
      If I’d been caught, surviving would’ve been tough.  
    

    
      “Any other incidents besides the workshop attack?”  
    

    
      I asked, and Saika shook his head without suspicion.  
    

    
      “No, nothing reported yet.”  
    

    
      That was a relief.  
    

    
      “There was a desertion incident before. You saw them, right? The Defense Force soldiers.”  
    

    
      I recalled the zombies felled by my Dual Illusion Sword.  
    

    
      “They went out last night and didn’t return. I thought they deserted, but now it seems they were attacked.”  
    

    
      “So the Defense Force wasn’t breached.”  
    

    
      “Right. We’re investigating recent disappearances. Could be undead-related. No other undead sightings reported.”  
    

    
      I nodded.  
    

    
      Guess I have to take his word.
       
    

    
      I’d said I “picked up” Clatter to Guartes, and that wasn’t a complete lie.
    

    
       
    

    
      Unlike Sylph or Peter, Clatter wasn’t bound by a summoning contract—he was an independent entity. 
    

    
       
    

    
      I really had just picked him up.  
    

    
      So, if he was far away, I had no way to find him.  
    

    
      No summoning bond meant no Phase Shift, and I couldn’t sense if he was alive or dead.  
    

    
      Clatter’s special.
       
    

    
      That was my only comfort.
    

    
       
    

    
      A guy like him wouldn’t die so easily.  
    

    
      “I’ll take your statements into account. Thanks for cooperating.”  
    

    
      Saika closed his file.  
    

    
      “Anything else to add?”  
    

    
      I urged, “I mentioned before, but these aren’t normal zombies. Be extra careful.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Zombies are zombies. Cut off their heads, they die.”  
    

    
      Saika tapped his head.  
    

    
      “True, but these aren’t ordinary. Simply put, they’re stronger than they were in life.”  
    

    
      “Hm.”  
    

    
      “If one of your knights gets turned, it’s irreversible. It’ll be a tough fight.”  
    

    
      Ignoring zombies as mere pests, only to get bitten and have the whole base wiped out—that’s a cliché straight out of zombie flicks.  
    

    
      Knights, honed in body, were strong, and Central Knights were monsters among them.  
    

    
      But they were still human.  
    

    
      And humans always repeat mistakes.
       
    

    
      Saika, perhaps taking my words as dismissive, stared at me silently, then curled his lip.  
    

    
      “When I said ‘head,’ I didn’t mean 'the zombies’.”  
    

    
      “Huh?”  
    

    
      “The necromancer. We plan to strike the necromancer behind this directly. Once he’s gone, the zombies revert to corpses.”  
    

    
      Necromancer. 
    

    
       
    

    
      The word instantly brought Guartes to mind.  
    

    
      That bastard’s screwed.
       
    

    
      I’d planned to find him today anyway.  
    

    
      I had business with him.  
    

    
      But I needed to hurry.  
    

    
      Delay a day, and my only question might be, “Why’s only your head left?”  
    

    
      “Thanks for the concern. Wait outside, someone from the Academy will—”  
    

    
      Saika saluted, looking somewhere.  
    

    
      There stood a familiar face: Baron Tesda.  
    

    
      “Doing well, Saika? Here for my students.”  
    

    
      * * *  
    

    
      After arriving at the Academy with Baron, we were summoned to the Vice-Dean’s office to repeat our story to senior professors.  
    

    
      No one knew what consequences this zombie incident would bring or how it’d affect the Academy.  
    

    
      I hoped it’d pass quietly.  
    

    
      And for that, Clatter needed to be at my destination.  
    

    
      Crack!
       
    

    
      Under a gloomy dawn, moonlight shrouded by clouds, I left the Academy and headed straight for the Sewer District.  
    

    
      If Clatter had safely left the workshop, I figured he’d go one place.  
    

    
      Zad.  
    

    
      Clatter wanted a rematch and his thoughts.  
    

    
      Since Zad, who attacked the workshop, had fled through the river to Guartes, Clatter likely followed to the sewers.  
    

    
      Find Clatter, then kill Zad.
       
    

    
      Guartes? 
    

    
       
    

    
      The knights would handle him.  
    

    
      This random zombie outbreak would end.  
    

    
      That was my ideal scenario.  
    

    
      But—  
    

    
      “…”  
    

    
      My hopes shattered the moment I reached the Sewer District.  
    

    
      Something’s wrong.
       
    

    
      At the alley with the manhole to the sewers, a beggar always guarded the entrance.  
    

    
      Oh, he was there.  
    

    
      Graah.
       
    

    
      But as a zombie.  
    

    
      “Hoo.”  
    

    
      Sighing at the rising unease, I threw a dagger.  
    

    
      Thud!
       
    

    
      The dagger cleanly struck the beggar’s head.  
    

    
      I approached, retrieving it.  
    

    
      “As expected, a variant zombie.”  
    

    
      Zad’s doing.  
    

    
      Why? No need to turn even the gatekeeper beggar.
       
    

    
      I couldn’t grasp Guartes’s intent.  
    

    
      I’ll find out down there.
       
    

    
      I entered the sewers. 
    

    
       
    

    
      Immediately, I frowned.  
    

    
      “What the hell?”  
    

    
      Corpses floated on the water, some stuck to the walls like gum.  
    

    
      Everywhere I looked, decayed bodies sprawled.  
    

    
      All zombies.
       
    

    
      Or rather, former zombies.  
    

    
      Roughly twenty by my count, maybe more.  
    

    
      Clatter’s work?
       
    

    
      I thought briefly but shook my head.  
    

    
      The corpses were all mangled.  
    

    
      Limbs torn off, cross-sections ripped jaggedly, as if they’d fought each other.  
    

    
      Clatter’s cuts would’ve been clean.  
    

    
      Zombies fighting each other? Why?
       
    

    
      I stepped over the bodies, heading to Guartes’s lab.  
    

    
      When I arrived, the sewer’s carnage seemed like paradise.  
    

    
      “…”  
    

    
      This was hell.  
    

    
      Blood, as if splashed from buckets, caked the walls.  
    

    
      Organs, flesh, fat, and body parts littered everywhere.  
    

    
      The horrific scene shook even my coolheadedness, leaving me speechless.  
    

    
      “Ha, damn it.”  
    

    
      It’d been a while since I’d cursed so sincerely since possessing this body.  
    

    
      Right, this was that kind of place.  
    

    
      Heroes of Frey
      , an Academy story with a grim, dark fantasy edge.  
    

    
      I’d forgotten for a moment.  
    

    
      This wretched world.  
    

    
      Holding onto my reeling senses amidst the rotting stench, I stepped into the lab.  
    

    
      It could hardly be called a lab anymore.  
    

    
      A slaughterhouse.  
    

    
      Smashed tools and blood-soaked, torn books were useless.  
    

    
      I spread Detection, but felt nothing.  
    

    
      No sign of Guartes.  
    

    
      Thinking he might be dead, I checked the body parts, gruesome as it was.  
    

    
      But they were all decayed, zombie corpses.  
    

    
      I shut my eyes, muttering, “Damn it. What the hell’s happening here?”  
    

    
      And where was Clatter?  
    

    
      It felt like sinking deeper into a complex maze.  
    

    
      * * *  
    

    
      The next morning, Baron summoned me to the Student Affairs Office.  
    

    
      There, I heard shocking news.  
    

    
      “Investigation team?”  
    

    
      “Yeah. You know there was another zombie attack last night?”  
    

    
      I nodded.  
    

    
      I’d read it in 
      Royal Dream
       that morning.
    

    
       
    

    
      Last night, zombies hit the residential area by the south gate.  
    

    
      “So Central Knights Headquarters sent a request for Academy support.”  
    

    
      “Why?”  
    

    
      “They’re short on manpower.”  
    

    
      No one knew where the next zombie attack would strike.  
    

    
      This world had no CCTV.  
    

    
      Countering zombies required stationed forces, but the Central Knights alone couldn’t cover it.  
    

    
      “What about the Capital Defense Force?”  
    

    
      “They’re on it too. They’re pulling all personnel, except wall guards, inward.”  
    

    
      “And it’s still not enough?”  
    

    
      “That’s why they’re asking us.”  
    

    
      Icata was absurdly vast.  
    

    
      “Why build a city this big?”  
    

    
      “Agreed.”  
    

    
      “But what’s the investigation team got to do with me?”  
    

    
      “They brought up putting you as team leader in the meeting.”  
    

    
      “?”  
    

    
      “Actually, I suggested it.”  
    

    
      I stared, dumbfounded, as Baron grinned proudly, patting my shoulder.  
    

    
      “Gotta earn those Merit Points.”  
    

    
      “…”  
    

    
      “Remember, I’m the only one looking out for you, Gerard.”  
    

    
      I was speechless.  
    

    
      “So? It’s set?”  
    

    
      “If you agree, it’s set.”  
    

    
      There seemed to be another candidate.  
    

    
      Not to brag, but honestly, the professors had few better options.  
    

    
      With third- and fourth-years away on field activities, I was the senior-most cadet left.  
    

    
      Plus, I’d faced variant zombies and held an Honorary Merit Medal.  
    

    
      Not a bad deal. Merit Points aside, I need to find Guartes and Clatter anyway.
       
    

    
      Sneaking around at night might be less efficient than this.  
    

    
      No, this was definitely better.  
    

    
      Double the time to work with.  
    

    
      “Alright, I’ll do it.”  
    

    
      Thus, I became the leader of the Academy’s investigation team.  
    

    
      “Don’t worry about classes; they’ll all count as attended.”  
    

    
      “I’m not worried. Isn’t that obvious?”  
    

    
      “…”  
    

    
      Leaving the Student Affairs Office, I killed time at the dorm before heading to Lecture Hall 101, where the team was to gather.  
    

    
      Clank!
       
    

    
      The empty classroom greeted me.  
    

    
      “First place, huh. Those slackers.”  
    

    
      Truthfully, I’d arrived early with nothing else to do.
    

    
       
    

    
      I grabbed a chair and sat, organizing my thoughts.  
    

    
      Guartes and Zad’s relationship.
       
    

    
      I’d been pondering since that dawn’s carnage.  
    

    
      Only one conclusion made sense.  
    

    
      Internal conflict.
       
    

    
      Something had gone wrong between Guartes and Zad.  
    

    
      I didn’t know why.  
    

    
      But Zad, enhanced by the Elixir of Death, seemed a higher-order being.  
    

    
      Could Guartes control such an entity with necromancy?  
    

    
      Honestly, tough.
       
    

    
      As a result, Zad went berserk, causing that dawn’s massacre—my most plausible theory.  
    

    
      Then these zombie outbreaks are all Zad acting alone.
       
    

    
      So where was Guartes?  
    

    
      If he’d escaped alive, had he fled Icata?  
    

    
      Maybe I can ask Bishop Cristiano for support. Would he bring reinforcements?
       
    

    
      Madness.  
    

    
      I could picture it.  
    

    
      Icata turning into a mess.  
    

    
      “Senior!”  
    

    
      Someone called through a slightly open window.  
    

    
      “Huh? Yuria.”  
    

    
      It was Yuria.  
    

    
      She entered, sitting beside me.  
    

    
      “What’s up?”  
    

    
      “What do you think?”  
    

    
      She grinned at me.  
    

    
      No way.  
    

    
      “You too?”  
    

    
      “Yup.”  
    

    
      I just laughed.  
    

    
      Lately, seeing Yuria made me smile for no reason.  
    

    
      My trusty insurance.
       
    

    
      “Baron put me on the investigation team.”  
    

    
      My smile faded.  
    

    
      That guy.
       
    

    
      In my mind, Baron gave me a thumbs-up.  
    

    
      “I’m the only one looking out for you, Gerard.”
       
    

    
      No sane people around me.  
    

    
      “Probably because of yesterday. We fought zombies, right?”  
    

    
      True.  
    

    
      As a magic swordsman, Yuria was a great asset against undead.  
    

    
      “Slacking off, huh?”  
    

    
      A sinister voice came from behind.  
    

    
      “Oh.”  
    

    
      I felt Yuria’s face stiffen.  
    

    
      The ominous sound of approaching steps.  
    

    
      Should I tell Baron I can’t lead the team? I considered it.  
    

    
      I looked at Karina approaching.  
    

    
      “When’d you get here?”  
    

    
      “Just now.”  
    

    
      I rubbed my forehead.  
    

    
      Fatigue has hit already.  
    

    
      “No, I mean the Cathedral.”  
    

    
      “Yesterday.”  
    

    
      “You’re on the team too?”  
    

    
      “Can’t you tell?”  
    

    
      Karina casually pulled a chair and sat beside me.  
    

    
      Of all the seats, why here? I couldn’t fathom.  
    

    
      “Why not rest more?”  
    

    
      “Why should I? Me, miss this?”  
    

    
      Snorting, Karina glanced at Yuria with a rotten smile.  
    

    
      “Long time no see.”  
    

    
      “Yeah.”  
    

    
      Their eyes met, and 
      crackle!
      —sparks flew.  
    

    
      Not a joke.  
    

    
      I was sitting between actual sparking electricity.  
    

    
      Stings like hell.
       
    

    
      Ignoring the glaring women, I stared out the window.  
    

    
      The weather was cloudy, ready to pour.  
    

    
      Like a glimpse of our team’s future. I closed my eyes.  
    

    
      Then the door opened, and the next team member entered.  
    

    
      “Kyahaha! Yuria!”  
    

    
      Rain fell.  
    

    
      In my heart.  
    

    
      Should I rethink this now…?
       
    

    
      I seriously considered it.  
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      The name of the girl who made my heart gloomy was Rachel.
    

    
      Rachel burst into the classroom as if running, and plopped down next to Yuria.
    

    
      Then she chatted without a break.
    

    
      Thanks to her, Yuria, who had been having a staring contest with Karina, shifted her attention to Rachel, but now the classroom had become chaotic.
    

    
      “What is she doing? They said it was an investigation team, but it seems any Tom, Dick, or Harry can get in. Tsk.”
    

    
      Karina clicked her tongue, voicing my own thoughts.
    

    
      I know, right.
    

    
      Seriously. 
    

    
      What in the world is the standard for selecting the investigation team?
    

    
      ‘How could she get in here?’
    

    
      Yuria is a recipient of a medal and a Magic Swordsman.
    

    
      Karina is a mage with the power of Evil Eradication and a supernova who was called a genius since she was young.
    

    
      ‘But what about Rachel?’
    

    
      She’s just an ordinary cadet specializing in swordsmanship.
    

    
      Of course, she's a cold-blooded assassin on the inside, but I’m the only one who knows that.
    

    
      ‘Is the application standard for the investigation team based on a first-come, first-served basis?’
    

    
      My question was answered immediately.
    

    
      “But how did you get in, Rachel?”
    

    
      “Ah! Thanks to Professor Chaser! When I asked Professor Chaser, he agreed! Hehe.”
    

    
      Damn that playboy, seriously.
    

    
      That guy was definitely not in his right mind either.
    

    
      Fortunately, the next person to enter after Rachel was a normal person.
    

    
      “Hello, Senior.”
    

    
      “Oh, Gwyn?”
    

    
      The next person to enter was, surprisingly, Gwyn.
    

    
      Gwyn Gaiard.
    

    
      For some reason, I was so glad to see him that I sprang to my feet and extended my hand to Gwyn.
    

    
      “It’s been a long time, really. What have you been doing all this time?”
    

    
      “I greeted you yesterday, though.”
    

    
      “Oh… did you?”
    

    
      Now that I thought about it, I think he did.
    

    
      “Ahem.”
    

    
      I sat back down with an awkward look on my face.
    

    
      He was a rival to the protagonist Ivan and the next greatest swordsmanship genius, but his treatment was not so great.
    

    
      I guess I should pay a little more attention to him from now on.
    

    
      “You’re on the investigation team too?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      I’d acknowledge Gwyn.
    

    
      Not only did he have the skills, but Gwyn also had a special mission.
    

    
      To revive the declining Gaiard Ducal Family and reclaim the past glory of being the Empire’s greatest swordsman.
    

    
      Making a name for himself in this incident was one way to get one step closer to that goal.
    

    
      I found out later that after the official notice for recruiting an investigation team to support the Central Knights Headquarters was posted at the Academy, the Student Affairs Office was paralyzed by the overwhelming number of applicants.
    

    
      Yuria was an exception, but all Academy cadets had some ambition.
    

    
      Especially the attention-seekers who had the basic passive trait of wanting to make their name known throughout the Empire.
    

    
      For them, this was an opportunity to become famous.
    

    
      ‘But...’
    

    
      Why did the tragedy I saw in the Sewer District yesterday suddenly come to mind?
    

    
      “...Is it that you don’t approve of me being here, Senior?”
    

    
      I looked at Gwyn at his sudden question.
    

    
      Gwyn was standing there with an awkward laugh.
    

    
      Only then did I realize that I had been frowning while looking at Gwyn.
    

    
      “Oh? No. A bad thought just suddenly came to me.”
    

    
      “If I made a mistake…”
    

    
      “It’s not like that. Anyway, it’s good to see you. Go sit over there.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      Gwyn, tilting his head, sat down behind me.
    

    
      Over there for Gwyn was the seat behind mine.
    

    
      After that, Ivan entered the classroom.
    

    
      “Hello.”
    

    
      “Oh.”
    

    
      I expected Ivan to come, so I greeted him without much emotion.
    

    
      In fact, the person who could never be left out of an event like this wasn't Yuria, Karina, or Gwyn.
    

    
      It was Ivan.
    

    
      The one who held a strong animosity and desire for revenge against villains and magical beasts. That is to say, against the evil that brings misfortune.
    

    
      “I look forward to working with you, Senior.”
    

    
      Ivan bowed to me and walked past me toward Yuria.
    

    
      What was ridiculous was that Rachel, who was sitting there, saw Ivan and gave up her seat for him.
    

    
      ‘What is this?’
    

    
      It was subtly annoying, but the people involved seemed to think it was natural and they just kept chattering away.
    

    
      So I just let it go.
    

    
      It would be strange for me to say something when they were so nonchalant about it.
    

    
      Besides, what would I even say?
    

    
      “They’re putting on quite the show.”
    

    
      I glanced over at Karina.
    

    
      “Why? What are you looking at?”
    

    
      “Nothing. It’s just that everything you’re saying today is weirdly refreshing.”
    

    
      “What are you talking about now?”
    

    
      “I’m complimenting you on your good form today.”
    

    
      “Then you should praise me every day, shouldn’t you? I’m good every day.”
    

    
      She just never knew how to accept a compliment.
    

    
      A moment later.
    

    
      The rest of the members entered the classroom at once, and all the investigation team members gathered in one place.
    

    
      Including me, there were a total of 12 people.
    

    
      Among them, 5 were first-year students and 6 were second-year students.
    

    
      As soon as the second-year students came into the classroom, they took seats in a different section of the room, not where we were sitting.
    

    
      They didn’t even greet me.
    

    
      Instead, one of them, who seemed to be their representative, approached Karina.
    

    
      “Hello, Lady!”
    

    
      It was Bain Winter.
    

    
      The daughter of the Winter Count Family and the top student of the 889th Psychology Department.
    

    
      A whole year above them as an 889th class student and even being the top student, it drew everyone's attention for her to be greeting Karina, a first-year student, and using honorifics.
    

    
      But to someone who knew the relationship between the two, it was a natural situation.
    

    
      There was a clear aristocratic hierarchy between the two.
    

    
      The Winter Count Family was a powerful family located in the southeastern borderlands.
    

    
      They were a traditional magic family that had produced the second most mages after the Zain Ducal Family, but that was all the more reason why they were in a position to serve the Zain Ducal Family.
    

    
      ‘Unless they take off their mage robes, that is.’
    

    
      It was something that often happened at the Academy.
    

    
      No matter how much the Academy prioritized equality in learning over social class, that was limited to the four years spent there.
    

    
      After graduation, they would return to a strict class society.
    

    
      “Have you fully recovered, my Lady!? I was there too, and I was so worried.”
    

    
      Bain sat down right next to Karina and fawned over her.
    

    
      Karina stared at her and then asked.
    

    
      “Who are you?”
    

    
      Bain’s expression stiffened.
    

    
      “...You don’t know me? Bain Winter. The top student of the 889th class.”
    

    
      Karina tapped her lips and thought for a moment before exclaiming, “Ah,” a little late.
    

    
      “I remember now. Sorry. I’m not very good at remembering people who aren’t from my family.”
    

    
      Karina smiled faintly.
    

    
      She certainly didn't look sorry at all.
    

    
      “Oh no, my Lady! I’m honored that you even remembered me.”
    

    
      “Did you volunteer for the investigation team?”
    

    
      “Yes. But I’m so happy that you're here, my Lady!”
    

    
      “I see.”
    

    
      Karina, who answered curtly, quickly became bored and openly looked annoyed.
    

    
      Being a master of social graces, Bain was quick to notice.
    

    
      “Then, I look forward to working with you later!”
    

    
      Bain greeted her and left.
    

    
      Just as she was walking over to the section where the second-year students were gathered.
    

    
      “Hey. Wait a minute.”
    

    
      Karina called her to a stop.
    

    
      “Yes? What is it?”
    

    
      Bain looked at her with a hint of expectation.
    

    
      “But why didn't you greet him?”
    

    
      Expectation turned to a question.
    

    
      “Greet him? I already did just now...”
    

    
      “Not me. I mean this person.”
    

    
      Karina pointed at me, who was sitting next to her.
    

    
      ‘Huh?’
    

    
      I, who was just minding my own business, was pointed at and stared at her with wide eyes.
    

    
      ‘Has she lost her mind? What’s wrong with her?’
    

    
      Regardless, Karina continued to speak.
    

    
      “Isn’t this person your senior?”
    

    
      “Ah...”
    

    
      “But why did you only greet me and not this person? Are you disrespecting your senior?”
    

    
      For the record, disrespecting a senior was what Karina herself was doing.
    

    
      Anyway.
    

    
      Bain’s eyebrows instantly furrowed as she looked at me.
    

    
      It was clear she had no desire to even acknowledge me, let alone greet me.
    

    
      But it was a reprimand from none other than Karina.
    

    
      In the end, Bain greeted me.
    

    
      “I look forward to working with you.”
    

    
      “...?”
    

    
      “I did it, my Lady!”
    

    
      “Good.”
    

    
      Karina nodded in satisfaction.
    

    
      I was so flabbergasted that I couldn't speak.
    

    
      ‘Damn it. If you’re going to do it like that, don’t even bother. Don’t tell them to do it either.’
    

    
      I was a fool to have expected anything.
    

    
      This was a real mess.
    

    
      And so, the mess of a group, which was creaking from the very start, finally managed to depart from the Academy after many twists and turns.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “Your mission is simple. The first is to go around the affected areas and eliminate any remaining traces of Dark Magic, and the second is to patrol designated areas and preemptively respond to any crises.”
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      “I’ve explained it in a grand way, but there won’t be anything difficult. It won't be dangerous either. From the start, we don't expect much from you fledgling students. Just report well. That's enough.”
    

    
      I nodded at the knight’s words.
    

    
      From his arrogant tone to his condescending gaze, he maintained a haughty attitude from beginning to end, but every word he said was spot on.
    

    
      ‘It’s only natural that he doesn't expect anything. We're just Academy students.’
    

    
      We were just here to provide support, as he said.
    

    
      Finding and eliminating the necromancer and suppressing the zombies was the job of the Central Knights, the Special Magic Corps, and the Capital Defense Force.
    

    
      “Take this. It's a Communication Ring. Give them to your teammates, use them well without losing them, and return them afterward.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “I’ll emphasize this one last time, but do not get greedy. I also attended the Academy, so I understand your desire to stand out. But excessive greed always brings misfortune. This is my sincere advice based on my experience, so take it to heart.”
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      “The start is a ‘report.’ The end is also a ‘report.’ Remember that.”
    

    
      I left his office.
    

    
      ‘He talks a lot for someone who looks like that.’
    

    
      It must have meant he was very worried. 
    

    
      If so, he shouldn't have requested support from the Academy in the first place.
    

    
      Anyway.
    

    
      Although I was put in charge of the investigation team by the professors' recommendation, my goal was clear.
    

    
      To find Clatter and erase Zad from this world.
    

    
      I immediately headed to the hotel.
    

    
      As soon as we left the Academy, we decided on the nearest hotel as our accommodation and rented an entire floor.
    

    
      All the expenses would be covered by the Central Knights Headquarters anyway.
    

    
      Knock knock.
    

    
      “Who is it?”
    

    
      “It’s me.”
    

    
      The door opened, and Karina's face peeked out.
    

    
      But her face was flushed, as if it had been heated up.
    

    
      Her hair was damp.
    

    
      What was coming from the gap in the door... was steam?
    

    
      “Did you take a bath, by any chance?”
    

    
      “Yes. Why? Am I not allowed to?”
    

    
      Looking at the shameless Karina, I sighed.
    

    
      “We didn't come here to play, yet you're just...”
    

    
      Ha, whatever.
    

    
      It was too tiring to try to make her understand anymore.
    

    
      I just got to the point.
    

    
      “Tell everyone to gather in my room now.”
    

    
      “What? Why are you telling me to do it? You can just tell them yourself.”
    

    
      “I'll tell the first-year students, of course. You tell the second-year students.”
    

    
      Karina suddenly narrowed her eyes and looked at me.
    

    
      “Hehe. It’s because of Bain, isn’t it?”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      I answered honestly.
    

    
      “She won't listen to me, but she’ll listen to you. So you get them together.”
    

    
      Bain Winter was currently the de facto leader of the second-year students.
    

    
      The investigation team was currently divided into two groups: the first-year students who followed me, and the second-year students who followed Bain Winter.
    

    
      It was absurd to think that this was even a proper military unit, but.
    

    
      My investigation team was in such a ridiculous situation.
    

    
      “I don’t want to,”
    

    
      But Karina refused my request.
    

    
      The way she was smiling was like a child who had found a fun new toy.
    

    
      “Stop playing around and hurry up. Honestly, I don’t care if I tell them myself, but if they don’t listen, I feel like I might actually kill them.”
    

    
      “Hmm. It would be a problem if a conflict breaks out before we even start.”
    

    
      “Right?”
    

    
      “Yeah. But it’s also a problem for me to grant your request. Because, as you can see, my hair isn't fully dry yet.”
    

    
      Karina twirled the ends of her wet hair with her finger.
    

    
      “Please, Karina.”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “‘Please, Karina.’ Two words, and I might consider it more positively?”
    

    
      My fists clenched by themselves.
    

    
      “Puhahaha! I’m just kidding. I’ll get them for you.”
    

    
      I just stared blankly at Karina, who was laughing so hard that tears were streaming down her face.
    

    
      ‘Has the curse really messed with her head?’
    

    
      I already knew she wasn't in her right mind, but it seemed her condition had gotten worse than before.
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      "Don't get mad. I'll do it."
    

    
      "Just do it right away next time."
    

    
      "Okay."
    

    
      "I really don't want to fight if I can help it, you know? I want to wrap things up nicely so everyone can return safely."
    

    
      This was sincere.
    

    
      After witnessing the horrors of the underground waterway, I made safe return the top priority for our investigation team, not mission completion.
    

    
      But if one protruding nail kept delaying or derailing things, I had no choice but to pull it out, no matter how important its position was.
    

    
      "I'll gather them."
    

    
      "Yeah."
    

    
      Karina gathered the second-year kids as I instructed.
    

    
      I looked at them and spread out the map of Icata's administrative districts on the bed.
    

    
      "I won't explain long, so listen carefully. The place we'll focus on patrolling isn't far from here, the South Gate District."
    

    
      After explaining the instructions and precautions I received from the knight one by one, I handed out the communication rings to the kids.
    

    
      "Don't lose them. I have to return them all."
    

    
      "Jeez. How much are these things worth anyway?"
    

    
      The one grumbling while snatching the ring was Bain Winter.
    

    
      I was certain.
    

    
      The problem-child villain who would trouble me in this mission wasn't Karina, Rachel, or Ivan—it was definitely Bain Winter.
    

    
      At that moment, I felt a gaze and turned my head.
    

    
      Karina was smiling at me.
    

    
      She mouthed the words:
    

    
      'Please. Help. Karina.'
    

    
      I responded in kind.
    

    
      'Sure. Whatever.'
    

    
      That was when it happened.
    

    
      The communication ring buzzed.
    

    
      It was from the command post—the knight I met earlier.
    

    
      [South Gate District, 35th Street.]
    

    
      By the time we left the hotel, the sky had already darkened.
    

    
      As we headed to the destination, I continued the explanation I couldn't finish earlier due to the communication.
    

    
      "I couldn't mention earlier, but the media calls these things zombies, though they're not ordinary zombies. They're a completely different kind of undead. Strength, speed, durability, flexibility, and intelligence—none of it fits the zombie label."
    

    
      "……."
    

    
      "Variant zombies. From now on, we'll call them variant zombies."
    

    
      I gave them the precautions needed to deal with these creatures.
    

    
      The biggest trait was that they retained the abilities they had in life.
    

    
      At that, Gwyn asked in surprise:
    

    
      "You mean they can use swordsmanship too?"
    

    
      "Not just swordsmanship. They can use aura as well."
    

    
      Everyone except Yuria was shocked.
    

    
      "What? Then they're not really zombies, are they?"
    

    
      "Yeah, what kind of zombie wields a sword? I've never heard of such a thing."
    

    
      "What do we do? I signed up thinking they were just zombies!"
    

    
      "Maybe the senior got it wrong? Royal Dream clearly said they were zombies."
    

    
      The second-years, looking anxious, huddled together and whispered.
    

    
      I didn't feel like convincing them one by one.
    

    
      They'd realize it themselves once they encountered a variant zombie.
    

    
      "What about magic…?"
    

    
      I nodded at Gwyn's question.
    

    
      "It's not impossible. It doesn't hurt to be cautious."
    

    
      Then came an immediate retort.
    

    
      "What's this nonsense? Zombies using magic? Give me a break."
    

    
      I reflexively looked at Karina.
    

    
      "What? Why are you looking at me?"
    

    
      "Huh? That wasn't you?"
    

    
      "No way!"
    

    
      Karina furrowed her brow.
    

    
      It was the brow of truth.
    

    
      Only then did I realize the sarcasm came from Bain Winter.
    

    
      "Ever fought an undead?"
    

    
      Bain kept up the mocking tone.
    

    
      "You don't look like you have. What do you even know to say such ridiculous things? Zombies using magic? Isn't that just delusional?"
    

    
      "……."
    

    
      "The more I think about it, the more absurd it is. How did a delusional guy like this become the investigation team leader? I, who took down a necromancer, would be a better fit."
    

    
      The kids didn't know about the battle at the workshop yet.
    

    
      The zombie attacks breaking out simultaneously in multiple places had overshadowed it.
    

    
      So they probably assumed I was made team leader just because I was a third-year, the highest-ranking student left at the academy.
    

    
      Explaining it all felt like a hassle, so I stayed quiet.
    

    
      They'd find out eventually.
    

    
      Pointing out her rudeness was the same.
    

    
      Ignoring it was the simplest and easiest way.
    

    
      But.
    

    
      "Don't talk like that."
    

    
      My right-hand person, Yuria, wasn't having it.
    

    
      "Senior Gerard has fought undead before. Don't speak carelessly when you don't know."
    

    
      "What? That guy fought undead? When?"
    

    
      "Yesterday."
    

    
      "…Pfft!"
    

    
      Bain covered her mouth, laughing.
    

    
      Then she poked Yuria's forehead with her finger.
    

    
      "This little thing. Already lying through your teeth?"
    

    
      Yuria's expression grew colder.
    

    
      "Hey. Winter Family."
    

    
      And, surprisingly, it was Karina who stepped in to mediate.
    

    
      "Me?"
    

    
      "Yeah. Is there another Winter here? We're about to reach the mission area. Can you keep it down? It's distracting."
    

    
      "Oh…"
    

    
      "And even if her words sound like nonsense, she's not the type to lie."
    

    
      "…What?"
    

    
      Karina's brows furrowed.
    

    
      "My classmate doesn't lie. So that guy really did take down a variant zombie. Want to make me say it twice?"
    

    
      "No, no, Lady Karina. I got it."
    

    
      "If you get it, apologize and step back."
    

    
      "Uh… sorry?"
    

    
      "To him too."
    

    
      Bain nodded at me and rejoined the second-year group.
    

    
      Her face, now humbled, was full of questions.
    

    
      'Why did I get scolded?'
    

    
      It was as if she was saying that.
    

    
      'Yeah, why did she scold her?'
    

    
      I looked at Karina, puzzled, and she smirked at me coolly.
    

    
      "Hmph."
    

    
      Then she brushed past me and walked ahead.
    

    
      "……."
    

    
      She was totally unpredictable now.
    

    
      At the same time, I became certain.
    

    
      The blood curse left by Sabo was still lingering somewhere in Karina's mind, eating away at her sanity.
    

    
      I trusted Professor Ilai's skills.
    

    
      But even Professor Ilai was human.
    

    
      She could make mistakes.
    

    
      Sigh.
       
    

    
      'If that's the case, am I the only one who can save Karina again?'
    

    
      As the saying goes, the one who caused the problem must resolve it.
    

    
      Since this started because of me, I had to finish it.
    

    
      Besides, after receiving gratitude from Duke Zain, ignoring it wouldn't be right.
    

    
      'Once this is over, I'll take her to Professor Ilai.'
    

    
      When I thought about it, I was really a loyal guy.
    

    
      Even though I disliked Karina, I didn't let personal feelings get in the way.
    

    
      'That's what a man is. That's what a thief is.'
    

    
      Lost in these thoughts, we arrived at our destination, 35th Street.
    

    
      At the same time, we froze as if we had planned it.
    

    
      "……."
    

    
      The scene was so horrific it reminded me of the underground waterway.
    

    
      Overwhelmed, none of us could easily speak.
    

    
      A yard full of zombie corpses.
    

    
      The situation was over, and we slowly stepped inside.
    

    
      The yard, once green, was now drenched in red, as if splattered with paint.
    

    
      Severed organs and body parts were scattered haphazardly, steaming as if freshly cooked.
    

    
      Yes, these were people who were alive and moving just moments ago.
    

    
      Just like us.
    

    
      "Ugh!"
    

    
      Some of the second-years couldn't hold it in and started retching.
    

    
      My coolheadedness kept me unaffected, but I was worried about the others.
    

    
      But it was unnecessary worry.
    

    
      The kids were surprisingly fine.
    

    
      Ivan, who had torn apart swamp orcs and created a worse hell than this, and Yuria, who spent her childhood with mercenaries.
    

    
      Gwyn, with the blood of the Iron Sword flowing through him.
    

    
      Karina was probably holding on with sheer pride.
    

    
      As for Rachel…
    

    
      "Ugh… I-I can't look."
    

    
      She was putting on a pathetic act.
    

    
      The 890th class wasn't called the golden generation for nothing.
    

    
      "Who are you?"
    

    
      Someone ran toward us across the yard.
    

    
      It was a soldier in a public security uniform.
    

    
      Bloodstains clung to his armor.
    

    
      "We're from the Academy."
    

    
      "Oh, Academy folks. Nice to meet you, but this isn't the time for pleasantries."
    

    
      He gave an awkward smile.
    

    
      Indeed, other security officers in similar uniforms were collecting zombie corpses.
    

    
      It was to burn them to prevent potential infections.
    

    
      That was why wars against dark magic were so tricky.
    

    
      Winning the battle wasn't enough; you had to incinerate all traces of dark magic—curses, nightmares, infections, poisons—to truly win.
    

    
      "Sir Paxen is probably inside. Go in."
    

    
      "Thank you."
    

    
      We entered the half-destroyed house.
    

    
      It was an ordinary family home.
    

    
      A cake and burnt-out candles on the dining table caught my eye first.
    

    
      And the zombies lying around it.
    

    
      I could vividly imagine a happy family dinner plummeting into tragedy in an instant.
    

    
      Then a peculiar corpse caught my attention.
    

    
      It was a middle-aged man with a kitchen knife lodged in his chin.
    

    
      Holding the knife was none other than the man himself.
    

    
      "He chose death himself. He didn't want to turn into a zombie and kill his loved ones."
    

    
      The voice came from upstairs.
    

    
      A knight, Paxen, came down to the first floor and spoke to us.
    

    
      "His name was Malit. My friend."
    

    
      Malit wasn't a high-ranking knight but a regular knight from knight school.
    

    
      Still, it was unbelievable that an aura expert of beginner level would fall to a variant zombie so easily.
    

    
      "He was done in by his family. He probably couldn't bring himself to cut down his wife."
    

    
      Paxen tossed the head he was holding to the ground.
    

    
      "She was locked in a second-floor room. Whether he locked her up or hid her, I don't know."
    

    
      "……."
    

    
      "Anyway, search the area. We haven't found one of his kids yet."
    

    
      The son was found easily.
    

    
      Sadly, he had turned into a variant zombie.
    

    
      With that, all the variant zombies were dealt with.
    

    
      We searched the area further to prevent any additional incidents and returned to the hotel.
    

    
      We went out for support three more times.
    

    
      As expected, there was no combat.
    

    
      By the time we arrived at each scene, everything was already over.
    

    
      Just as Paxen had said at the start.
    

    
      There was nothing for us to do.
    

    
      On the way back.
    

    
      The kids' faces were visibly exhausted.
    

    
      The occasional chatter had long stopped, and their expressions were blank.
    

    
      The stories left at the scenes—the misfortune and death within them—were a huge stress to witness with the eyes of the living.
    

    
      Some were angry, some were sad, but with no way to vent, they only grew more drained.
    

    
      As time passed.
    

    
      Even without fighting, the mental shock from the scenes kept piling up.
    

    
      Perhaps this, too, was a remnant of dark magic, slowly eating away at our minds and bodies.
    

    
      I looked up at the sky.
    

    
      The dawn fog settling over the city hid the moon and stars.
    

    
      "Will the sun ever rise?"
    

    
      Yuria approached and whispered to me.
    

    
      Even her face, always strong, showed signs of exhaustion.
    

    
      "If only we could fight and let it all out…"
    

    
      Someone muttered.
    

    
      But as if words became reality, an incident really did break out on our next deployment.
    

    
      It wasn't a support request.
    

    
      It was a routine patrol of our assigned area.
    

    
      While walking through the fog-covered streets, a scream suddenly rang out.
    

    
      Aaaargh──
    

    
      I quickly headed toward it.
    

    
      After passing a few alleys.
    

    
      Under the flickering, dim streetlight, I saw her standing tall and raised my fist.
    

    
      The prearranged stop signal.
    

    
      She was staggering like a drunk, staring blankly at the light.
    

    
      'Anyone can tell that's a variant zombie.'
    

    
      "Huh? It's a person?"
    

    
      "Shut up, Rachel."
    

    
      "Hiing."
    

    
      Silencing Rachel, who was still putting on her damn act, I gathered the kids.
    

    
      "It's a variant zombie."
    

    
      "Then why hesitate? Let's go kill it."
    

    
      I looked at Karina.
    

    
      Her eyes, staring back at me, were filled with killing intent.
    

    
      "Oh, sorry. Thought it was you again."
    

    
      I turned to Bain beside her.
    

    
      "It's not about hesitating. It's about being cautious."
    

    
      "What's there to be cautious about? Just go kill it."
    

    
      "It's alone."
    

    
      "So? What's the problem?"
    

    
      I sighed.
    

    
      "Look, if someone screamed, doesn't it make sense that there's someone who caused it?"
    

    
      Bain shut her mouth.
    

    
      "It could be a trap."
    

    
      The variant zombie was wearing a sword.
    

    
      It wasn't the standard military uniform with insignia.
    

    
      Maybe a soldier off-duty, an adventurer, or a mercenary.
    

    
      What was clear was that she was a swordsman trained with a blade.
    

    
      'And there are probably more like her, or stronger, nearby.'
    

    
      In other words, there were at least two variant zombies.
    

    
      "Spread out first to make sure it can't escape…"
    

    
      Then I heard laughter.
    

    
      Thankfully, I didn't make a mistake this time.
    

    
      "…Seriously. A zombie trap? That's hilarious."
    

    
      Bain sneered.
    

    
      "You really don't know anything, do you? Or are you pretending? Oh! Are you scared?"
    

    
      I stayed silent.
    

    
      "Yeah, you're scared your skills will be exposed. Tsk tsk. Pathetic. If I, who took down a necromancer, wasn't here, what would you have done?"
    

    
      Saying that, Bain summoned her staff and suddenly charged forward.
    

    
      There was no time to stop her.
    

    
      She broke formation on her own and strode toward the variant zombie.
    

    
      Then she turned to look at Karina.
    

    
      'This is my chance. To make a big impression on the seniors.'
    

    
      For some reason, a scene from a movie I used to love flashed through my mind.
    

    
      Honestly, I could’ve stopped her if I wanted to.
    

    
      I could’ve knocked her out with a punch.
    

    
      Even now, I could chase her, hit her jaw, knock her out, and drag her back.
    

    
      But I didn’t want to.
    

    
      'She’s so confident.'
    

    
      She bragged about taking down a necromancer, so I was curious about her skills.
    

    
      That was when it happened.
    

    
      "What's that girl doing? Seriously, seniors, is that idiot really at the top of the Psychology Department?"
    

    
      Karina asked the second-years, looking baffled.
    

    
      "……."
    

    
      The kids, suddenly labeled as idiots, couldn’t respond.
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      You and that girl are the same, what's the difference?
    

    
      I almost said it but held back.
    

    
      'No need to stir things up.'
    

    
      Bain Winter was already exhausting enough.
    

    
      If Karina joined in, I might really end up wrecking the investigation team and everything else.
    

    
      "Listen up. The time when people are most likely to screw up is exactly that moment."
    

    
      I pointed at Bain.
    

    
      "When you think you're the best."
    

    
      "……."
    

    
      "When you delude yourself into thinking, 'I'm the greatest. I'm practically a veteran,' that's when you always mess up big time. Why? Because your overflowing confidence fills your shoulders with fluff. You feel like you can conquer anything. Top of the second-years, took down a necromancer, and what? Zombies? Child's play? They don't even register."
    

    
      It was like how most accidents happen in the first year of driving.
    

    
      A driver who’s just peeled off the beginner sticker after a year of accident-free driving through day, night, all seasons, fog, snow, and rain.
    

    
      That’s when they’re brimming with excitement and confidence—and that’s when accidents spike.
    

    
      "That's why you always stay humble."
    

    
      I looked at the first-years.
    

    
      Especially Ivan and Yuria.
    

    
      With their Honorary Merit Medals boosting their reputation, the biggest thing they needed to watch out for wasn’t villains or magical beasts.
    

    
      It was themselves.
    

    
      I shifted my gaze.
    

    
      Bain Winter, boldly approaching the swordsman zombie, summoned ice crystals and fired them.
    

    
      She probably thought it was a sneak attack.
    

    
      Parbak!
    

    
      The swordsman zombie, which had been staring blankly at the streetlight, drew its sword as if it knew the attack was coming and deflected every crystal.
    

    
      "What!"
    

    
      "It was blocked with a sword!?"
    

    
      The second-years gasped at the zombie’s swordsmanship and movements, which no ordinary zombie could display.
    

    
      I sighed.
    

    
      "Let’s move."
    

    
      "Huh?"
    

    
      "What’s with the dumb ‘huh?’ Didn’t you hear me earlier? There are two variant zombies. No, at least two."
    

    
      "But Bain is the top student…"
    

    
      That’s when it happened.
    

    
      With a crash, the shop window of a nearby clothing store shattered, and a fireball flew out.
    

    
      The fireball struck Bain’s side.
    

    
      "Kyaa!"
    

    
      Fortunately, Bain dodged by throwing herself aside, but she was immediately exposed to the swordsman zombie’s blade.
    

    
      "See that? Typical."
    

    
      Ivan, Gwyn, and Yuria were already running toward Bain.
    

    
      Those three could handle the swordsman zombie, no problem.
    

    
      "Karina."
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      "You and Rachel take care of that mage zombie."
    

    
      "What? Me with this dimwit?"
    

    
      Karina openly showed her dislike for teaming up with Rachel.
    

    
      But after one look at my expression, she nodded obediently.
    

    
      "Ugh. Just this once, I’ll listen. Hey, dummy, come on."
    

    
      "Hiing. I’m not a dummy."
    

    
      As the two ran off, I turned around.
    

    
      The second-years.
    

    
      The 889th class kids were still standing there, staring at me blankly.
    

    
      My face twisted.
    

    
      "…What the hell are you guys?"
    

    
      "Huh?"
    

    
      "What are you doing? Bain, your classmate, is fighting out there. She’s in danger, and you’re just standing there like idiots?"
    

    
      I couldn’t understand it.
    

    
      The 890th class, called the golden generation, was filled with century-defining geniuses like Ivan, Gwyn Gaiard, and Karina Zain.
    

    
      Compared to them, these guys were a complete mess from head to toe.
    

    
      Sure, I got it.
    

    
      Back in their hometowns, they were probably called geniuses too.
    

    
      Frey Academy wasn’t a place just anyone could enter.
    

    
      They had some skill to be selected for the investigation team.
    

    
      The problem was their rotten mindset.
    

    
      'They want fame but don’t want to take risks.'
    

    
      The horrific scenes they’d witnessed had scared them stiff.
    

    
      They saw themselves in those corpses, and their minds had succumbed to the fear of dark magic.
    

    
      "Um, we just trusted Bain…"
    

    
      "Yeah, and with you here, senior, it didn’t seem that dangerous…"
    

    
      "Right, me too."
    

    
      They avoided my gaze, shamefully spouting flimsy excuses.
    

    
      Bain, with her arrogance and authoritarian attitude, was somehow better.
    

    
      At least she was out there trying to earn Karina’s approval.
    

    
      'They’re just chasing the Academy diploma and the benefits it brings.'
    

    
      No surprise there.
    

    
      That’s why the Academy kept getting beaten by the Cult.
    

    
      "Once this is over, you second-years go back to the Academy."
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      They didn’t seem to hear me, so I put it more simply.
    

    
      "Get lost."
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      By the time I reached the scene, Ivan had already beheaded the mage zombie.
    

    
      The swordsman zombie?
    

    
      Its severed head was rolling on the ground.
    

    
      I approached Bain.
    

    
      Whether from embarrassment or frustration, her face was red as she glared at the ground.
    

    
      She didn’t seem injured.
    

    
      Karina didn’t hold back, throwing shade at her.
    

    
      "Talking big about necromancers, but the Winter Family’s pretty pathetic."
    

    
      "……."
    

    
      "Still got some pride, huh? If it were me, I’d have apologized to the delusional guy right away. Wait, who’s the delusional one here?"
    

    
      I reported to Paxen via the communication ring, and soon he arrived at the scene with the security team and mercenaries.
    

    
      "Good work."
    

    
      He looked at me with surprise and asked.
    

    
      "You said it was a trap?"
    

    
      "Yes, it definitely seemed that way."
    

    
      After checking their identities, the two zombies turned out to be from the same mercenary group.
    

    
      The group’s leader had sent his men to find a missing mage, but one swordsman got unlucky and was turned.
    

    
      "Hmm. Something’s off about this."
    

    
      Paxen stroked his beard after hearing my explanation.
    

    
      "Most traps are set to catch prey stronger than the hunter. In other words, the two zombies’ goal was to turn someone stronger than them into a zombie…"
    

    
      His muttering made me think back to the four scenes we’d visited.
    

    
      They all had one thing in common.
    

    
      Like Paxen’s friend, Sir Malit, there was always a knight-level fighter among the victims.
    

    
      'Wait. Come to think of it, at the workshop where the first zombie attack happened…'
    

    
      Hans, a retired knight and aura expert.
    

    
      He was there.
    

    
      'And Zad showed up in person there.'
    

    
      It felt like a puzzle coming together.
    

    
      "But it’s odd that there wasn’t a necromancer nearby. What’s going on?"
    

    
      Paxen, unaware of Zad’s existence, pondered for a while before leaving.
    

    
      We left the cleanup to the city defense force and returned to the hotel.
    

    
      "You worked hard until late. Get some rest, but don’t take off your communication rings. We don’t know when something might happen."
    

    
      "Yes."
    

    
      I returned to my room.
    

    
      Lying on the bed, I thought.
    

    
      What was Zad’s goal?
    

    
      And where was Clatter?
    

    
      'Should’ve asked Paxen.'
    

    
      I looked at the communication ring but shook my head.
    

    
      He’d answer if I asked, but he’d definitely find it suspicious.
    

    
      'Asking out of the blue if a skeleton showed up while zombies are causing chaos would raise questions.'
    

    
      It might not, but there was no need to create an uneasy situation.
    

    
      Clatter’s existence would stand out eventually.
    

    
      If it was still alive, I’d hear about it soon enough.
    

    
      That’s when it happened.
    

    
      A presence in the hallway interrupted my thoughts.
    

    
      Sabak sabak.
    

    
      The sound of footsteps on the plush wool carpet.
    

    
      Since this floor was reserved for our Academy investigation team, it had to be one of our kids.
    

    
      And it was a girl.
    

    
      The steps were light.
    

    
      'Who is it?'
    

    
      The presence stopped at my door.
    

    
      At first, I thought it was Yuria.
    

    
      But after about three minutes, I was sure it wasn’t.
    

    
      Yuria wouldn’t hesitate for three minutes—she’d knock and come in right away.
    

    
      Three minutes, no, now four.
    

    
      I tried to ignore it, but after four minutes, it was too suspicious to shrug off.
    

    
      'What the hell are they doing out there?'
    

    
      Finally, I opened the door.
    

    
      "Hat!?"
    

    
      Bain Winter was there, startled.
    

    
      "…What are you doing at my door?"
    

    
      At my question, Bain put a finger to her lips and whispered.
    

    
      "I-I have something to say. Let’s go inside. Quick."
    

    
      She barged into my room and closed the door.
    

    
      Curious, I sat on a chair.
    

    
      "Do I have to go too?"
    

    
      Bain got straight to the point.
    

    
      "Go? Where?"
    

    
      "The Academy."
    

    
      That’s when I realized what Bain was worried about.
    

    
      "You heard from the others?"
    

    
      "Of course. You told all the second-years to go back to the Academy."
    

    
      Did I?
    

    
      I don’t think I said 
      all
       the second-years.
    

    
      "Who said that?"
    

    
      "The Lady."
    

    
      It seemed Karina didn’t like Bain.
    

    
      The reason… their personas overlapped?
    

    
      'Aha. That’s it.'
    

    
      I’d known since 
      Heroes of Frey
      , but Karina and Bain were strikingly similar in speech and demeanor.
    

    
      Meeting them in person, they were even more alike.
    

    
      It was like seeing a junior version of Karina, so similar that I’d made mistakes multiple times.
    

    
      'Wait. Bain was born first, so does that make Karina the junior Bain?'
    

    
      Anyway, Karina must’ve felt it too.
    

    
      She acted like she didn’t care about Bain, but in reality, she was the one most aware and wary of her.
    

    
      I was about to say she didn’t have to go.
    

    
      But Bain’s next move made me swallow my words.
    

    
      "Don’t send me back."
    

    
      Suddenly, Bain knelt.
    

    
      "That wasn’t my real skill. I’ll show you properly. I’ll listen to you too."
    

    
      "……."
    

    
      I stared at Bain for a moment and asked.
    

    
      "Hey."
    

    
      "Yes."
    

    
      "Did Karina put you up to this?"
    

    
      Bain’s body flinched.
    

    
      "N-No?"
    

    
      A sigh escaped me.
    

    
      'She totally did.'
    

    
      My ten years of thinking Bain was like Karina were corrected at that moment.
    

    
      Karina Zain.
    

    
      She was a much scarier kid.
    

    
      "Alright."
    

    
      "Really?"
    

    
      "Yeah, I said alright. You don’t have to go back."
    

    
      Bain jumped up as if she’d never knelt.
    

    
      She looked at me with her usual condescending eyes.
    

    
      "I heard you loud and clear. A woman wouldn’t go back on her word, right?"
    

    
      "……."
    

    
      "And don’t spread around that I knelt. That’s petty."
    

    
      Bain turned her head haughtily and left the room.
    

    
      No greeting, of course.
    

    
      Her consistency made me chuckle.
    

    
      Karina or Bain.
    

    
      They were annoying and loud, but they were also entertaining.
    

    
      Without kids like them, the Academy would be dreary every day.
    

    
      Fortunately, there were no calls in the early morning.
    

    
      The next morning.
    

    
      The sky was gray, and cold, torrential rain poured as if swallowing the world.
    

    
      Shwaaa!
    

    
      "…The weather’s absolute crap."
    

    
      The second-years returned to the Academy as soon as they woke up.
    

    
      The investigation team was now down to me, Ivan, Yuria, Rachel, Karina, Gwyn, and Bain.
    

    
      A total of seven.
    

    
      The overall weight class was lower, but I thought this was better for moving efficiently.
    

    
      A team needs to move like one body—carrying extra fat would only slow things down.
    

    
      'Yeah, this is what an elite few looks like.'
    

    
      Sure, there was one kid I didn’t like.
    

    
      No, on second thought, two.
    

    
      Wait, correction.
    

    
      On third thought, three…
    

    
      "…Maybe four."
    

    
      Damn, that’s over half.
    

    
      I briefly considered turning back the carriage with the second-years.
    

    
      But setting aside personal feelings, in terms of skill, this was indeed an elite few.
    

    
      After seeing the kids off, I returned to my room and checked the day’s Royal Dream.
    

    
      Thankfully, no news about Clatter.
    

    
      Instead, some eye-catching articles stood out.
    

    
      [The mysterious swordsman, once just a rumor, finally revealed!?]
    

    
      [Citizens’ testimonies pour in, saying she appeared suddenly, swept away zombies, and saved them…]
    

    
      [Her bandaged body and sword were astonishingly fast and precise…]
    

    
      [The mysterious swordsman who killed Narsi and vanished. Who could she be?]
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      "What's this? That's me."
    

    
      The mysterious swordsman who killed Narsi with a single, deadly strike.
    

    
      That was me.
    

    
      Of course, the "mysterious swordsman" was just a fake image built up through rumors, misunderstandings, and exaggerations.
    

    
      The important thing was, I didn’t save any citizens during this time, nor did I wrap my entire body in bandages.
    

    
      "Why would anyone wrap their body in bandages to begin with? Even their face?"
    

    
      Was this guy some kind of bandage fetishist?
    

    
      This damn world was full of weird attention-seekers.
    

    
      "Still, he seems pretty skilled."
    

    
      Variant zombies were tough even for trained soldiers to handle.
    

    
      But if this guy took down two or three of them, he was at least an aura user who’d achieved Aura Heart, or maybe even an expert wielding an Aura Sword.
    

    
      'About Yuria’s level, or slightly higher.'
    

    
      I racked my brain, trying to recall any character with a bandage fetish and the skills of a regular knight.
    

    
      No one came to mind.
    

    
      "Maybe he emerged because of this zombie outbreak."
    

    
      It was possible.
    

    
      Heroes often appeared in times of chaos.
    

    
      Since the zombie outbreak was a massive event not in the original story, it wasn’t surprising that a hidden expert might show up.
    

    
      "One thing’s for sure—this guy isn’t the mysterious swordsman."
    

    
      Because that was me.
    

    
      I smirked and closed the Royal Dream.
    

    
      That’s when the communication ring buzzed.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      […So, act independently.]
    

    
      "What about reporting?"
    

    
      [Send a message. I might not respond, but try anyway.]
    

    
      And with that, Paxen cut off the communication.
    

    
      "Hmm."
    

    
      Paxen’s message, in short, was this:
    

    
      'I’m busy, so move on your own judgment now.'
    

    
      Since yesterday, the number of zombie outbreaks had skyrocketed.
    

    
      And it wasn’t just the numbers—there were more of them using swordsmanship and magic.
    

    
      They were probably mercenaries, adventurers, or soldiers.
    

    
      Icata was full of people like that.
    

    
      'That bastard Zad is finally making his move.'
    

    
      So the Empire had responded swiftly.
    

    
      To deal with vision-using variant zombies, overwhelming strength was needed.
    

    
      Namely, the Central Knights.
    

    
      But the Central Knights only had about 200 members total, and after accounting for those away or outside the capital for various reasons, fewer than 150 remained.
    

    
      'And if you subtract the forces guarding the Imperial Palace and the nobles in Royal Road…'
    

    
      Even as a squad leader, Paxen didn’t have the time to babysit us.
    

    
      The Special Magic Corps existed, but their power was halved in urban combat with civilians around.
    

    
      That led to the current situation.
    

    
      I called the kids to my room and explained the situation.
    

    
      "This isn’t looking good."
    

    
      "The Central Knights are getting involved?"
    

    
      Honestly, they should’ve been deployed earlier.
    

    
      Sure, zombies were the lowest of the low, but their "infection" ability was terrifying in itself.
    

    
      And now variant zombies with superior physical abilities had that infection. This was probably an inevitable crisis.
    

    
      'Still, this is a fast response.'
    

    
      Compared to the stereotypical incompetent governments in zombie movies, the Frey Empire lived up to its name as a continental superpower with quick decisions.
    

    
      'Must be a lot of talents like me in the palace.'
    

    
      Gwyn cut into my thoughts.
    

    
      "Then what should we do?"
    

    
      I looked at him for a moment before answering.
    

    
      "We move. Our way."
    

    
      The Central Knights’ Headquarters didn’t know, but I knew the mastermind behind this.
    

    
      Zad.
    

    
      If I took him out, this would all end.
    

    
      'What’s that guy’s goal?'
    

    
      I’d thought about it over and over.
    

    
      What was Zad after?
    

    
      'Turning the world into an undead realm?'
    

    
      That was my first thought.
    

    
      After all, undead born from death universally hated the living.
    

    
      That was a constant rule in 
      Heroes of Frey
      , and in any game, novel, or anime.
    

    
      'So I thought he was the same.'
    

    
      But this morning, I started thinking otherwise.
    

    
      Because from what I’d seen, he only targeted the strong.
    

    
      'He didn’t attack ordinary citizens.'
    

    
      Sure, there were civilian casualties.
    

    
      But those were just unlucky people caught in the crossfire, like the workers turned into zombies at the workshop.
    

    
      If his goal was an undead world, Zad would’ve attacked civilians indiscriminately.
    

    
      That would’ve been the easiest, simplest, and most effective way.
    

    
      A zombie attack in a crowded market or plaza would cause unimaginable damage.
    

    
      But Zad didn’t do that.
    

    
      He didn’t seem interested in an undead world.
    

    
      Instead, it looked like he was focused on creating strong zombies—strong subordinates, as if building up his power.
    

    
      "Hmm."
    

    
      I felt the need for more data to make a solid deduction.
    

    
      "Get me some Royal Dreams. From three days ago."
    

    
      Bain, as if waiting for the chance, interjected.
    

    
      "Why all of a sudden?"
    

    
      "Why ask? You’ll figure it out once you get them."
    

    
      She must’ve thought I was right, because Bain didn’t argue and just pouted.
    

    
      Soon, my bed was covered with stacks of newspaper articles.
    

    
      "I’m going to clip out the zombie attack articles. Organize them by time and place."
    

    
      "Ugh, why are we doing this?"
    

    
      Because that’s what detectives do in movies.
    

    
      Simple reason.
    

    
      An hour later, I was staring at the wall.
    

    
      The hotel wall was plastered with clippings from Royal Dream, arranged by time.
    

    
      Karina sidled up and asked.
    

    
      "What are you doing?"
    

    
      "Investigating."
    

    
      "…Does staring like that change anything?"
    

    
      "Yeah."
    

    
      "What changes?"
    

    
      "My eyes hurt."
    

    
      Karina looked at me like I was crazy.
    

    
      I looked away from the wall and blinked.
    

    
      "Ow. Thought my eyes were gonna pop out."
    

    
      Being a detective wasn’t for everyone.
    

    
      "Are you joking?"
    

    
      I nodded.
    

    
      "Yeah, just kidding."
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      "Kidding."
    

    
      I pulled one of the articles off the wall and placed it on the table.
    

    
      "Gather round."
    

    
      Once the kids were around the table, I started the briefing.
    

    
      "West Gate District, 21st Street. That’s where a zombie attack happened last night. Two tenement houses were hit, with a lot of casualties."
    

    
      "So?"
    

    
      "Read the article closely. Don’t you notice something odd?"
    

    
      The others looked at the article.
    

    
      Karina and Yuria were staring at it like they wanted to bore a hole through the table.
    

    
      "…There are no names."
    

    
      It was Ivan.
    

    
      "Correct."
    

    
      I nodded.
    

    
      As expected of the protagonist.
    

    
      "There are no names in this article."
    

    
      "Huh? Names?"
    

    
      "What are you talking about, names?"
    

    
      The others asked.
    

    
      I pointed to the articles on the wall.
    

    
      "All those articles list the victims’ names. Hans, Malit, Karda, Zak, Hadas, and so on. But in this one? No names."
    

    
      Fifty casualties.
    

    
      That’s all it said.
    

    
      "Huh? Now that you mention it…"
    

    
      "All the victims in the others were retired knights or well-known figures, right?"
    

    
      "Exactly, Yuria. People who were once big shots. So I’ve been suspecting the mastermind’s goal is to create ‘strong zombies.’"
    

    
      I tapped the article on the table.
    

    
      "But this incident doesn’t mention any strong people—no ‘strong zombie’ material. Isn’t that strange?"
    

    
      "…Yeah."
    

    
      "Definitely weird."
    

    
      "If there wasn’t any worthy material, why attack there? Is there something in those tenements?"
    

    
      "We’ll have to find out."
    

    
      I stood up.
    

    
      With the destination set, it was time to move out.
    

    
      "Get ready."
    

    
      I checked the clock.
    

    
      "We leave in exactly five minutes."
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      West Gate District, 21st Street.
    

    
      It was right in front of the Academy.
    

    
      The area from 21st to 25th Street was a residential zone for citizens, also called West Gate Village.
    

    
      A small river ran through it, and following the river led to an industrial area with textile factories.
    

    
      At the end of that was the Sewer District, where Guartes’s lab was.
    

    
      'In other words, Zad might be hiding in West Gate Village.'
    

    
      I thought it was the most likely spot.
    

    
      Zad would need a hideout, after all.
    

    
      West Gate Village was large and densely populated.
    

    
      It was close to the Sewer District, and the river made it easy to move without being seen.
    

    
      'If there was no material to zombify, why did an incident happen here?'
    

    
      He got caught.
    

    
      Caught as a zombie by ordinary citizens.
    

    
      So Zad had no choice but to zombify those citizens.
    

    
      And those zombies bit their neighbors, causing the outbreak.
    

    
      —That was my conclusion.
    

    
      West Gate Village was eerily quiet despite it being midday.
    

    
      Maybe because of the pouring rain since morning, or maybe because of yesterday’s zombie outbreak.
    

    
      No citizens were around, just the occasional security or military patrol standing guard.
    

    
      The overall atmosphere was grim.
    

    
      As we reached 21st Street, the site of the zombie attack was in complete ruins.
    

    
      Soot and bloodstains, unwashed by the rain, stood out.
    

    
      What caught our attention most was a memorial tower built from zombie corpses.
    

    
      "……."
    

    
      We paused to look at the tower, held a brief moment of silence, and headed inside.
    

    
      Chalbak! Chalbak!
    

    
      The tenement houses came into view.
    

    
      They matched the black-and-white photo in the article.
    

    
      No, on closer inspection, there was a difference.
    

    
      "Now that I look, it’s not two buildings but one."
    

    
      "Yeah."
    

    
      The two front entrances made us think it was two buildings.
    

    
      The poor quality of the photo didn’t help.
    

    
      But it was one building with two entrances.
    

    
      "Let’s go in."
    

    
      "Which way?"
    

    
      "Hmm. Right?"
    

    
      It didn’t matter which entrance we took.
    

    
      The inside was probably connected anyway.
    

    
      Plus, we had plenty of time.
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      That’s what I thought until something fell from above.
    

    
      "Who’s there!"
    

    
      At Gwyn’s shout, everyone’s eyes turned to where the flowerpot fell.
    

    
      The top floor, the fourth.
    

    
      The pot definitely fell from there.
    

    
      "Someone’s up there?"
    

    
      Bain muttered.
    

    
      Her breathing grew heavy, a faint excitement spreading across her face.
    

    
      She looked at me.
    

    
      "What do we do?"
    

    
      I quickly assessed the situation.
    

    
      This area was restricted to civilians.
    

    
      The soldiers we met on the way confirmed all forces had withdrawn.
    

    
      The zombies should’ve been cleared out long ago.
    

    
      'Then who was up there?'
    

    
      Not a zombie, not a soldier, not a civilian.
    

    
      And I was suspecting this place was Zad’s hideout.
    

    
      'If that’s the case…'
    

    
      The odds were high it was Zad.
    

    
      "Let’s go up. Split into two teams."
    

    
      I gave orders quickly.
    

    
      There were two front entrances.
    

    
      If we went through one and he escaped through the other, we’d lose him. We had to approach from both sides.
    

    
      "Bain, you take the right."
    

    
      "Got it. Lady Karina! Come with me!"
    

    
      "No way."
    

    
      Karina stood behind me.
    

    
      "I’m staying here."
    

    
      Jealousy and hurt flashed in Bain’s eyes.
    

    
      I sighed.
    

    
      Zad was a powerful undead.
    

    
      More accurately, he was a being that transcended the undead race, and he might’ve grown even stronger.
    

    
      So we needed to balance both sides.
    

    
      "Gwyn, Ivan."
    

    
      "Yes."
    

    
      "You go with Bain. The rest, with me."
    

    
      Bain, Ivan, and Gwyn took the right entrance.
    

    
      I, Yuria, Rachel, and Karina took the left.
    

    
      We split up and entered the building.
    

    
      We quickly climbed the stairs.
    

    
      Tung! Tung! Tung! The sound of our footsteps echoed loudly in the empty tenement.
    

    
      First floor.
    

    
      Second floor.
    

    
      As we passed the third floor, a sharp pang hit my chest.
    

    
      Yeah.
    

    
      Finding him this easily was strange.
    

    
      I’d guessed this was Zad’s hideout, and the circumstances suggested it was likely him.
    

    
      But.
    

    
      'Too easy.'
    

    
      It felt like we were playing on a pre-set board.
    

    
      Zad’s goal was to create strong subordinates.
    

    
      So where were those subordinates now?
    

    
      Shwaaa──
    

    
      The relentless rain pouring outside caught my eye.
    

    
      The heavy rain battered the windows and walls, sending countless vibrations through the building.
    

    
      Tong. Todong. Tong.
    

    
      I stopped dead.
    

    
      "Senior?"
    

    
      "What’s wrong all of a sudden?"
    

    
      The kids following me looked puzzled.
    

    
      I didn’t answer.
    

    
      I couldn’t.
    

    
      Beneath the sound of rain and the vibrations enveloping the building, I felt countless other vibrations traveling through the ground.
    

    
      Chalbak! Chalbak!
    

    
      Tadadadak!
    

    
      The source was outside.
    

    
      Step by step, I approached the window and looked out.
    

    
      And I saw them.
    

    
      A horde of zombies charging toward the tenement through the torrential rain.
    

    
      "……."
    

    
      We were speechless for a moment.
    

    
      The silence was broken by a scream from the fourth floor.
    

    
      "Aaaargh!"
    

    
      We bolted up.
    

    
      Reaching the fourth floor.
    

    
      There, I finally met him.
    

    

  
    Chapter 89: Chapter 89

    
      Chapter 89: The Madness of Icata (7)
    

    
      ‘Guartes?’
    

    
      The guy on the fourth floor was Guartes.
    

    
      ‘What the hell is this guy doing here?’
    

    
      It was beyond unexpected—it was absurd.
    

    
      Even funnier, Guartes was fighting.
    

    
      Or rather, he was watching a fight. 
    

    
      Three Skeleton Warriors, likely summoned by him, were holding off a horde of variant zombies.
    

    
      It seemed he’d been caught in a trap too.
    

    
      The scream must’ve come from him.
    

    
      “Necromancer!?”
    

    
      Karina, recognizing Guartes, shouted.
    

    
      “Ka-Karina Zain?”
    

    
      Guartes belatedly noticed us.
    

    
      “And even Gerard…”
    

    
      His brow furrowed miserably.
    

    
      But he had nowhere to run.
    

    
      Zombies in front, us behind.
    

    
      Guartes rolled his eyes, and after a brief moment of thought, his solution was this:
    

    
      “H-Hey, the enemy of my enemy is my friend! A temporary alliance!”
    

    
      “Bullshit.”
    

    
      Karina conjured a spear of flame and hurled it.
    

    
      Guartes quickly summoned a bone shield to block it, but at that moment, one of the Skeleton Warriors was shattered by the variant zombies.
    

    
      “Damn.”
    

    
      In the end, Guartes ran toward us on his own.
    

    
      “I-I surrender. Spare me.”
    

    
      Quick to read the situation, he was just as quick to act.
    

    
      I ordered Karina to restrain Guartes, then turned to look out the window.
    

    
      The zombies charging at full speed were entering the building.
    

    
      Their howls echoed through the stairwell.
    

    
      “Rachel, Karina, block the ones coming up.”
    

    
      “Ugh, with this dimwit again?”
    

    
      “No time for whining, Karina.”
    

    
      “Tch.”
    

    
      I turned around.
    

    
      “Yuria, you and I will clear this floor.”
    

    
      “Yes, senior.”
    

    
      We had to clear the fourth floor to safely hold off the ones coming up.
    

    
      At the same time, the Skeleton Warriors were completely destroyed.
    

    
      With the barrier gone, the zombies in the hallway surged toward us.
    

    
      I didn’t dodge—I charged right in.
    

    
      Chwak──!
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      At first, I just wanted to impress Karina Zain.
    

    
      ‘If I get close to Karina, my future’s set.’
    

    
      The Zain Family.
    

    
      The undisputed pillar of the Empire, reigning over the Magic Tower for ages.
    

    
      Forming a connection with them was the ultimate stroke of luck for any mage.
    

    
      [If knights swear loyalty to the Emperor and the Empire, mages swear loyalty to the Zain Family and the Magic Tower.]
    

    
      This was no exaggeration.
    

    
      For Bain Winter, just starting to bloom, Karina Zain was a golden ticket to success.
    

    
      ‘How do I get close to her?’
    

    
      We lived at the same Academy, but our paths rarely crossed, and even when they did, I had no natural excuse to approach her.
    

    
      Then an opportunity came.
    

    
      The Academy investigation team.
    

    
      A temporary unit formed due to the zombie outbreak, but excelling here would surely catch Karina’s eye.
    

    
      Having recently defeated a necromancer, Bain was confident in her skills.
    

    
      “Hello, Lady Karina!”
    

    
      “Who are you?”
    

    
      …The first meeting was a bit disappointing, but still.
    

    
      She’d finally met Karina.
    

    
      Now, all she had to do was show her skills through the investigation team’s activities.
    

    
      If she made a strong impression and later found excuses to get closer, success was guaranteed.
    

    
      But there was an unexpected obstacle.
    

    
      Gerard.
    

    
      Bain Winter couldn’t understand it.
    

    
      She was one of the few who’d seen firsthand just how pathetic Gerard was.
    

    
      Around this time last year, she’d seen Gerard get into a scuffle with a drunkard on the streets of Icata.
    

    
      He’d been beaten up in front of citizens, and the incident even made it into the Royal Dream.
    

    
      He’d explained it away as not wanting to harm a civilian as a hero cadet, so it was brushed off, but the fact remained—he was a disgrace who’d tarnished the Academy’s reputation.
    

    
      ‘How did a loser like that become the investigation team leader?’
    

    
      She didn’t even believe the recent rumors about him catching a villain.
    

    
      ‘A guy who gets beaten by civilians? The Head Collector? If he beat that guy, the Head Collector must’ve been a nobody to begin with.’
    

    
      During the holy Sabo incident, Bain had been taken hostage by him.
    

    
      But it was all resolved by Max Wagner, his summoned beast Narvik, and Karina Zain.
    

    
      All Gerard did was sneak in and free Max from his restraints.
    

    
      In the end, he just piggybacked on their victory.
    

    
      So her evaluation of Gerard was this:
    

    
      ‘A guy with insanely good luck.’
    

    
      Good enough to earn an Honorary Merit Medal, you could say he was born lucky.
    

    
      But the naive first-years didn’t seem to know.
    

    
      They followed his words without question.
    

    
      ‘Even Lady Karina.’
    

    
      It’d be a lie to say she wasn’t disappointed… but Bain Winter, with her experience, decided to be understanding.
    

    
      ‘I’ll show her.’
    

    
      And maybe teach her how to judge people better.
    

    
      That’s what she was thinking when the opportunity came sooner than expected.
    

    
      A zombie.
    

    
      It was alone and Gerard was spouting nonsense like it was fact.
    

    
      ‘Zombies setting traps? Ha!’
    

    
      It was ridiculous.
    

    
      But it was a chance to expose Gerard’s ignorance and incompetence, while proving her skills to Karina and the others.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      She was wrong.
    

    
      Things didn’t go as planned.
    

    
      What Bain Winter got was a humiliating moment she’d never forget, and what she impressed on Karina was her own stupidity and incompetence.
    

    
      ‘This… This can’t be…’
    

    
      She was mortified.
    

    
      She was angry at herself for disappointing Karina, and she couldn’t accept that her words were wrong and that losers were right.
    

    
      ‘Zombies really set a trap.’
    

    
      Whatever it was, she couldn’t stay still.
    

    
      She had to set things right.
    

    
      No.
    

    
      Since she couldn’t undo the spilled water, she had to cover her mistake with a bigger success.
    

    
      “…What? Sending all the second-years back?”
    

    
      “Yeah, that’s what the senior said. Second-years aren’t needed.”
    

    
      When Karina brought the news after the situation ended, Bain screamed internally.
    

    
      ‘No, no way.’
    

    
      She hadn’t joined the investigation team to leave behind this kind of disgrace.
    

    
      The rumors would spread at the Academy, and she’d become a laughingstock.
    

    
      “W-What do I do? I still have so much to show. That thing at dawn was a mistake, Lady Karina.”
    

    
      “That was a mistake?”
    

    
      “Yes, a mistake! Really!”
    

    
      “But Senior Gerard probably doesn’t know that. He’s much sharper than he looks.”
    

    
      “W-What do I do then?”
    

    
      “Heh. What do you do? If you’re that desperate, try kneeling.”
    

    
      Bain ended up kneeling before Gerard and, miraculously, stayed on the investigation team.
    

    
      “Thank you, Lady Karina! I’m saved because of you!”
    

    
      “…What? You didn’t leave? Did you actually kneel?”
    

    
      “Yes!”
    

    
      “Jeez. Well, fine. Do better this time.”
    

    
      Karina didn’t seem thrilled that she stayed.
    

    
      But Bain thought it was understandable.
    

    
      ‘She must be disappointed in my skills.’
    

    
      Still, she felt relieved.
    

    
      ‘This time, I’ll show my true skills.’
    

    
      And of course, she had to put Gerard in her place.
    

    
      Using his lucky-gained authority to make her kneel?
    

    
      Unforgivable.
    

    
      ‘Just you wait. Once I graduate from the Academy, I’ll make your life hell with every trick I’ve got.’
    

    
      For the record, Gerard never told her to kneel.
    

    
      Bain did it on her own, egged on by Karina.
    

    
      But her head was too broken to understand, no matter how much you explained.
    

    
      And now.
    

    
      As Bain frantically ran up the tenement stairs, one thought consumed her.
    

    
      ‘The guy on the fourth floor is definitely a necromancer.’
    

    
      Bain was an elite in her own right.
    

    
      Based on everything she’d seen and heard, she’d worked her mind hard and reached a conclusion.
    

    
      ‘This is the necromancer’s hideout.’
    

    
      The necromancer was the mastermind behind the zombie outbreak.
    

    
      If she caught him, her mistake from the other day would be erased, and she’d instantly become a hero of the Empire.
    

    
      In other words, Bain was completely blinded by the prospect of fame.
    

    
      So she didn’t see her surroundings, didn’t look out the window, and didn’t hear her juniors calling her.
    

    
      “Wait, Senior Bain!”
    

    
      “Senior! Stop!”
    

    
      Ivan and Gwyn called out too late—she’d already reached the fourth floor.
    

    
      As she turned the corner, Bain readied her magic.
    

    
      Arriving at the hallway.
    

    
      “Stop, necromancer!”
    

    
      Her voice echoed through the hallway.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Bain froze.
    

    
      Dozens of eyes filling the hallway stared at her.
    

    
      “…Huh?”
    

    
      She thought a necromancer was hiding.
    

    
      So, naturally, there could be zombies.
    

    
      But.
    

    
      “This is way too many…”
    

    
      At that moment, the zombies lunged at her.
    

    
      Guaaa──!
    

    
      Bain hurriedly cast a spell.
    

    
      [Ice Wall]
    

    
      The air between her and the zombies froze instantly, forming a thick wall.
    

    
      As she prepared her next spell, Bain looked back.
    

    
      Ivan and Gwyn were nowhere to be seen.
    

    
      Then a shout from the third floor.
    

    
      “Senior Bain!”
    

    
      Bain ran to the stairs and looked down to the third floor.
    

    
      Ivan and Gwyn were fighting a desperate battle against zombies coming up.
    

    
      “Where the hell did these things come from?”
    

    
      She didn’t know, but one thing was certain.
    

    
      The ones trapped in this tenement weren’t the necromancer.
    

    
      It was them.
    

    
      Bain summoned ice arrows, piercing the head of a zombie about to attack Gwyn, and shouted.
    

    
      “Come up!”
    

    
      “But what about these guys!?”
    

    
      Instead of answering, Bain cast [Ice Wall] again.
    

    
      With a crackling sound, the air began to freeze. 
    

    
      Zombies that didn’t dodge in time were trapped, hardening in the ice.
    

    
      “It won’t hold for long.”
    

    
      “The fourth floor…”
    

    
      The two who’d just reached the fourth floor saw the ice wall blocking the hallway and the zombie horde beyond it, and they were speechless.
    

    
      “…What do we do?”
    

    
      “We break through before the ones from below catch up.”
    

    
      If Gerard’s team had safely reached the fourth floor like them, they’d be on the other side of the hallway.
    

    
      Beyond the zombie horde.
    

    
      Breaking through the fourth-floor hallway to meet them was the priority.
    

    
      [Bain!]
    

    
      Her communication ring glowed.
    

    
      It was Gerard.
    

    
      Bain quickly brought the ring to her lips.
    

    
      She wasn’t foolish enough to let emotions or pride get in the way in a situation like this.
    

    
      “Yes!”
    

    
      [You up there!?]
    

    
      “Fourth floor!”
    

    
      [Then meet me in the middle of the hallway!]
    

    
      The communication ended.
    

    
      The three looked at each other.
    

    
      Meet in the middle of the hallway.
    

    
      That meant clearing out all the zombies in the hallway and taking control of the fourth floor.
    

    
      At the same time.
    

    
      Crack!
    

    
      The ice wall started to splinter like a spiderweb and soon collapsed with a crash.
    

    
      Stepping over the ice shards, the zombies charged.
    

    
      “Break through!”
    

    
      The three clashed with the zombies.
    

    
      As if prearranged, Ivan and Gwyn shielded Bain, the mage, to protect her.
    

    
      The two led the charge, cutting through the hallway, while Bain supported from a distance, slowly advancing.
    

    
      But their solid formation didn’t last long.
    

    
      The ice wall blocking the stairs broke, and zombies from the third floor attacked from behind, exposing Bain to danger.
    

    
      Gwyn shielded her, but.
    

    
      “Ugh!”
    

    
      Two hands couldn’t block many.
    

    
      It became a chaotic melee.
    

    
      Parak!
    

    
      Bain cast spells frantically, one after another.
    

    
      Thanks to Gwyn and Ivan holding the front and rear, she could shine to some extent, but at 
    

    
      some point, she got separated from them.
    

    
      “Senior Bain!”
    

    
      Gwyn’s voice was drowned out by the zombies that had slipped between them.
    

    
      “Damn it! Damn it!”
    

    
      Bain ran and kept running.
    

    
      Her eyes frantically scanned her surroundings, her hands busily waved at her staff, and her mouth chanted spells until her breath reeked of blood.
    

    
      Precise spellcasting.
    

    
      Defense over offense.
    

    
      Fast-casting spells over powerful ones.
    

    
      Narrow spaces over wide hallways.
    

    
      “Huff! Huff!”
    

    
      Something hot trickled from her nose, and Bain wiped it with the back of her hand.
    

    
      Nosebleed.
    

    
      A classic symptom of mana circuit overload.
    

    
      Her vision blurred, and dizziness hit, but she couldn’t stop.
    

    
      “Die! Just die!”
    

    
      At some point, she felt a solid sensation at her back.
    

    
      She turned around.
    

    
      A dead-end wall was there.
    

    
      The other three sides were walls too.
    

    
      She was trapped in some unknown room.
    

    
      ‘Did I end up here while running?’
    

    
      There was no escape.
    

    
      The only way out was the door she came through, now blocked by zombies trying to get in.
    

    
      Kung! Kung!
    

    
      She squeezed out her remaining strength to cast [Ice Wall].
    

    
      Her final [Ice Wall].
    

    
      But was the spell flawed?
    

    
      Or was her body at its limit?
    

    
      The ice wall was thin and cracked after just a few impacts.
    

    
      Crack…
    

    
      Bain closed her eyes.
    

    
      ‘What went wrong?’
    

    
      Trying to impress Karina Zain?
    

    
      Refusing to acknowledge Gerard?
    

    
      Or was it acting above her station?
    

    
      All she wanted was to succeed.
    

    
      ‘The price for not knowing my place is death? That’s too unfair.’
    

    
      When she opened her eyes again.
    

    
      A ringing filled her ears, and the world spun for a moment.
    

    
      “Ah.”
    

    
      She quickly used her staff as a cane to stand.
    

    
      But.
    

    
      Guaaa.
    

    
      A zombie stood right in front of her.
    

    
      In that brief moment, they’d broken through the ice wall.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      She saw the zombie’s gaping teeth.
    

    
      Not beastly fangs, but human teeth.
    

    
      How much would it hurt to be bitten?
    

    
      Not sharp or pointed, so probably excruciating.
    

    
      But worse than that was the fact that being bitten would turn her into one of them.
    

    
      ‘A mage zombie.’
    

    
      Bain couldn’t accept it.
    

    
      “I’m Bain Winter. Descendant of the great mage Eurasia Winter.”
    

    
      With her last strength, she slammed her staff into the zombie’s mouth.
    

    
      Kwajik!
    

    
      Then she pulled out a stiletto dagger, the “self-defense” weapon of mages, and gripped it in a reverse hold.
    

    
      It wouldn’t protect her body.
    

    
      ‘But it can protect my honor.’
    

    
      Yes.
    

    
      That was enough.
    

    
      As she pressed the dagger to her chest, about to drive it in.
    

    
      Kwaaang!
    

    
      A deafening crash, and the ceiling collapsed.
    

    
      Amid the falling debris and rising dust, Bain saw a man slowly standing.
    

    
      ‘…A man?’
    

    
      At the same time, something flashed before her eyes.
    

    
      Then a thud as a zombie’s head fell.
    

    
      That was the start.
    

    
      Pabababak!
    

    
      Countless lines and dots filled the room.
    

    
      His clothes fluttered, creating a breeze that blew away blood, flesh, and the dust cloud.
    

    
      The silhouette revealed.
    

    
      A tall man with scrawny arms and legs.
    

    
      He held a sword shorter than an Arming Sword, and the skin visible through his robe was entirely wrapped in bandages.
    

    
      Bain had seen that appearance before.
    

    
      In this morning’s Royal Dream.
    

    
      “The… Mysterious Swordsman…”
    

    
      As if responding to her murmur, a sound came from the man’s mouth.
    

    
      Dak──!
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      The zombies weren’t strong.  
    

    
      They weren’t the kind that used Visions, just ordinary variant zombies, like workshop employees.  
    

    
      If anything, that was a small mercy.  
    

    
      “Sir Paxen! Sir Paxen!”  
    

    
      I tried to make contact through the communication ring while cutting down zombies whenever I had a moment.  
    

    
      But strangely, there was no response, and whenever the connection flickered through, only incomprehensible static came back.  
    

    
      “What the hell are you doing? Sleep-talking or something?”  
    

    
      Groooar!  
    

    
      Kikikiki!  
    

    
      The zombies answered in his place.  
    

    
      “Get your filthy face out of here.”  
    

    
      I stabbed a zombie’s forehead as it shoved its head too close for comfort and glanced around.  
    

    
      Right next to me was a front door marked “406.”  
    

    
      This tenement housed twelve units per floor, meaning we’d cleared about half.  
    

    
      Yuria, nearby, was steadily reducing the zombie numbers.  
    

    
      Looking back, Rachel and Karina were skillfully holding off the zombies climbing the narrow staircase, using the terrain to their advantage.  
    

    
      Guartes, tied up in the corner…  
    

    
      ‘He’s sending pleading looks at Rachel.’  
    

    
      Of course, Rachel was smiling brightly, completely ignoring him.  
    

    
      ‘How’s the situation on the other side?’  
    

    
      I wasn’t worried about Ivan or Gwyn.  
    

    
      Those two weren’t the type to fall to zombies of this caliber.  
    

    
      Ivan was a given, and Gwyn had more than enough skill to protect himself.  
    

    
      The Gaiard family’s defensive swordsmanship was among the finest in the empire.  
    

    
      ‘But…’  
    

    
      If there was any concern, it was Bain.  
    

    
      There was no doubting Bain’s magical prowess, but if she ended up isolated and alone, even she could be in danger.  
    

    
      ‘It’s common knowledge that mages are weak in chaotic melees.’  
    

    
      If Bain got infected and turned into a zombie, that would be the absolute worst-case scenario.  
    

    
      ‘Because I’d have to cut down a comrade.’  
    

    
      Blood splattering, heads flying—those weren’t the cruel parts.  
    

    
      The real cruelty was a situation like this.  
    

    
      And then.  
    

    
      [Senior Gerard! Senior Bain…]  
    

    
      We were staring that situation right in the face.  
    

    
      […410!]  
    

    
      I didn’t catch what was said in between.  
    

    
      The moment I heard Bain was isolated, I drew up every ounce of mana without hesitation and activated [Starlight].  
    

    
      Fwooooosh──  
    

    
      A sensation like every sense in my body opening up enveloped me.  
    

    
      The zombies’ movements slowed. 
    

    
      The entire corridor came into focus at a glance, smells hit me intensely, and sounds rang in my ears like the volume had been cranked up.  
    

    
      These changes created a relative time gap.  
    

    
      Time around me flowed slower.  
    

    
      Groooaaar…  
    

    
      I gauged the distance to 410 and the number of zombies in between.  
    

    
      It was a race against time.  
    

    
      In that urgency, the thief’s eyes perfectly read the fastest route to 410 and relayed it to me.  
    

    
      I immediately shattered the window beside me.  
    

    
      Crash!  
    

    
      Shards of glass scattered.  
    

    
      I grabbed one of them, drove it into the eye of a zombie behind me, and stepped onto the window frame, climbing up.  
    

    
      “Senior?”  
    

    
      “Cover me.”  
    

    
      I ran along the window ledge,shattering every window in my path.  
    

    
      Clang!  
    

    
      Crash!  
    

    
      Two seconds.  
    

    
      Seeing the wide-open front door and the flood of zombies pouring in, I leaped into the middle of them.  
    

    
      Like a wolf diving into a flock of sheep.  
    

    
      I slashed and slashed again at the zombies blocking my way.  
    

    
      Swish-swish-swish!  
    

    
      Then I noticed something strange.  
    

    
      ‘Why aren’t they looking at me?’  
    

    
      The zombies weren’t paying attention to me—they were mindlessly heading into 410.  
    

    
      Even as I kept putting holes in the backs of their heads.  
    

    
      As if there was some incredibly enticing prey inside.  
    

    
      Then, at some point, they started being pushed back.  
    

    
      ‘What’s going on?’  
    

    
      The zombies that had been surging in were now flowing backward.  
    

    
      Slash!  
    

    
      Swoosh!  
    

    
      The sharp sound of flesh being sliced came from inside at that moment.  
    

    
      I didn’t need to think hard—the scene inside painted itself in my mind.  
    

    
      Someone was slaughtering zombies from within.  
    

    
      With the front door as the boundary,  
    

    
      I was outside, and someone unknown was inside.  
    

    
      We were gradually getting closer.  
    

    
      ‘Who is it?’  
    

    
      It wasn’t Bain.  
    

    
      The sharp sounds, coming almost every second, were the noise of something slicing through flesh.  
    

    
      I’d find out soon enough, whether I wanted to or not.  
    

    
      He was steadily approaching me.  
    

    
      Then it happened.  
    

    
      Slash!  
    

    
      A red line suddenly appeared on the back of a zombie’s head right in front of me.  
    

    
      Its skull split in half.
    

    
       
    

    
      A flash of light glinted between the halves.  
    

    
      I quickly swung my sword.  
    

    
      Clang!  
    

    
      The impact sent a jolt through my fingers.  
    

    
      Looking up to see my opponent, the first thing I noticed was his mismatched, haphazard clothing and the bandages wrapped tightly around his entire face.  
    

    
      And between the gaps in the bandages, lifeless eyes.  
    

    
      We froze like that.  
    

    
      “….”  
    

    
      But it was only a moment.  
    

    
      He lowered his sword, then spun it and began cutting down the zombies around me.  
    

    
      I passed him without a word and entered the apartment.  
    

    
      The interior was filled with zombie corpses.  
    

    
      Bain Winter lay among them, in the room at the far end, surrounded by zombies.  
    

    
      I approached and checked her condition.  
    

    
      There were no wounds from zombie attacks.  
    

    
      Lifting her eyelid, I saw her pupils were dilated, and dried blood from her nose and mouth had crusted over.  
    

    
      Classic symptoms of mana circuit overload.  
    

    
      A few meditations and some rest would fix this.  
    

    
      I laid her back down and stepped outside.  
    

    
      By then, the zombies in the corridor had been completely cleared.
    

    
       
    

    
      A few stubborn ones lunged forward, but Gwyn crushed their skulls.  
    

    
      Zombies were still climbing up both staircases.  
    

    
      But it was only a matter of time before those were dealt with too.  
    

    
      The narrow stairways were already clogged with fallen corpses, so we’d have to go down and finish them off one by one.  
    

    
      And so, we managed to find and kill every zombie inside the tenement.  
    

    
      I turned my head.  
    

    
      The rain, which had been pouring like a waterfall, had stopped.  
    

    
      Parting storm clouds. 
    

    
      Bright light streamed through the gaps, breathing life into a land once steeped in death.  
    

    
      A man was gazing at that scene.  
    

    
      “…The Mysterious Swordsman.”  
    

    
      At Gwyn’s murmur, the man turned.  
    

    
      He looked at Gwyn, then Ivan, Yuria, one by one.  
    

    
      Finally, his gaze landed on me.  
    

    
      For just a moment.  
    

    
      Then he leaped over the railing.  
    

    
      “Whoa!?”  
    

    
      Startled, Karina clung to the railing and peered down.  
    

    
      “What the heck? He’s gone?”  
    

    
      Karina turned to me.  
    

    
      “Do you know him?”  
    

    
      It might’ve looked that way.
    

    
       
    

    
      His final glance at me lingered longer than the others.  
    

    
      So I nodded.  
    

    
      “Yeah.”  
    

    
      “Who is he?”  
    

    
      “The Mysterious Swordsman.”  
    

    
      Karina stared at me like I was insane.  
    

    
      “…He’s really a nutcase, isn’t he?”  
    

    
      Ignoring Karina’s mutter, I approached Guartes.  
    

    
      “You…”  
    

    
      But someone got to him before me—Ivan.  
    

    
      Ivan swung his sword at him.  
    

    
      “Die.”  
    

    
      Shocked, I kicked Guartes out of the way.  
    

    
      “Urgh!”  
    

    
      Thankfully, Ivan’s sword only sliced through Guartes’s hair.  
    

    
      It was a hair’s breadth moment.  
    

    
      “….”  
    

    
      I closed my eyes for a second.  
    

    
      Within a week—  
    

    
      No, in that fleeting moment, the rage that surged and peaked was higher than any I’d felt since possessing this body.  
    

    
      I nearly smashed Ivan’s jaw the moment I saved Guartes.  
    

    
      “What the hell are you doing?”  
    

    
      I glared at Ivan.  
    

    
      “I was trying to execute him.”  
    

    
      “Why?”  
    

    
      “Because he’s a villain.”  
    

    
      My anger flared again, but I held it back.  
    

    
      Because it was Ivan, of all people.  
    

    
      Because I’d played as Ivan dozens of times, empathizing with his situation over and over.  
    

    
      “Who are you to decide that?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “It doesn’t matter who I am. Villains are evil that must vanish from this world. If I have to be punished for eliminating such evil, I’ll gladly accept it.”  
    

    
      “….”  
    

    
      “You understand, don’t you, Senior?”  
    

    
      Ivan was continuing the conversation from that day.  
    

    
      The day we slaughtered the swamp orcs, when Ivan lay in the hospital bed.  
    

    
      The day he was preparing to break out of his shell and hatch.  
    

    
      “Yeah. I understand.”  
    

    
      “Then why did you stop me?”  
    

    
      “Because that’s your personal feelings talking, you idiot.”  
    

    
      Karina cut in.  
    

    
      “I can’t stand watching this. Hey, Ivan. That guy’s got important information. Maybe even the key to solving this zombie crisis. Does it make sense to kill someone holding that key just because of your personal feelings? Huh? You selfish jerk.”  
    

    
      Karina fired off her words rapid-fire, then looked around, saying, ‘Right?’  
    

    
      “I agree.”  
    

    
      “That’s my thought too.”  
    

    
      “You heard them, didn’t you?”  
    

    
      Ivan silently looked up at the sky.  
    

    
      The anger in his eyes, reflecting the sky, was quickly fading.  
    

    
      Ivan sheathed his sword.  
    

    
      He’s a smart guy.  
    

    
      Even when spoken to so bluntly, he’d grasp the core of it.  
    

    
      “Sorry, Senior. I lost my cool for a moment.”  
    

    
      “It’s fine. I said I understood, didn’t I? Just be careful next time. More importantly…”  
    

    
      I turned to Guartes.  
    

    
      Sure enough, Guartes, who’d been knocked out by my kick, still wasn’t moving.  
    

    
      “Huh? This guy’s not breathing!”  
    

    
      Rachel put her finger under his nose and widened her eyes.  
    

    
      “What? Hey! Move! Breathe, breathe!”  
    

    
      I slapped Guartes’s backside hard.  
    

    
      * * *  
    

    
      Thankfully, Guartes had only fainted.  
    

    
      After a few smacks, his breathing returned to normal, and we took him back to the hotel.  
    

    
      Since the second-years had returned to the academy, there were plenty of empty rooms.  
    

    
      We locked the unconscious Guartes in one of them and laid Bain, still out cold, in her room.  
    

    
      “I’m beat.”  
    

    
      I ordered the others to rest and take care of themselves, then returned to my room.  
    

    
      I immediately took a shower.  
    

    
      Shaaaa──  
    

    
      I washed off the blood, sweat, and rainwater that had dirtied my body with ice-cold water.  
    

    
      I stood still, letting the water hit me.  
    

    
      “Clatter.”  
    

    
      It was definitely Clatter.  
    

    
      To think the Mysterious Swordsman was Clatter.  
    

    
      “An identity I never could’ve imagined!”  
    

    
      I said, striking a ridiculous pose in front of the mirror.  
    

    
      I chuckled and let the cold water wash over me again.  
    

    
      I had so many questions.  
    

    
      At first, I thought it was just a rivalry with Zad.  
    

    
      But today, I realized that wasn’t it.  
    

    
      “If that were the case, he’d have come back to me somehow.”  
    

    
      The look in Clatter’s eyes during our brief encounter held a fierce longing.  
    

    
      “Did he hit puberty or something?”  
    

    
      It wasn’t just Clatter.  
    

    
      My head was tangled with what to do about Guartes’s fate.  
    

    
      I couldn’t kill him.  
    

    
      There were too many things I needed to ask him.  
    

    
      Especially since Guartes’s death was what Zad wanted.  
    

    
      “Everything that happened today was definitely Zad’s doing.”  
    

    
      The reason was simple.  
    

    
      To kill Guartes.  
    

    
      “For some reason, he can’t kill Guartes himself. So he’s trying to borrow someone else’s hand.”  
    

    
      Using others to do his dirty work.
    

    
       
    

    
      Of course, he probably didn’t expect us to show up.  
    

    
      He likely had the knights, the magic corps, or other soldiers in mind.  
    

    
      ‘But we, being quick on our feet, got to the tenement first. And Guartes, with his uncanny luck, survived thanks to me.’  
    

    
      For now, it was obvious I had to let Guartes go from here.  
    

    
      That was the only way to resolve my questions.  
    

    
      “The problem is how to let him go.”  
    

    
      It had to be done discreetly, naturally.  
    

    
      “In the end, it all comes back to scheming.”  
    

    
      Maybe Gerard was just born destined to be a thief.  
    

    
      “Sigh.”  
    

    
      I wanted to hold the showerhead pouring cool water over my head and let it wash away all the complicated worries, stress, and heat.  
    

    
      I finished my shower and stepped out of the bathroom.  
    

    
      On the bed,someone was sitting, watching me.  
    

    
      “I didn’t order room service.”  
    

    
      I said, toweling off my hair.  
    

    
      “Mysterious Swordsman.”  
    

    
      Snap!  
    

    
      Clatter sprang up and rushed toward me. 
    

    
       
    

    
      He hugged me and started dancing gleefully.  
    

    
      “Haha. What’s this about?”  
    

    
      His body was covered in dust and blood.  
    

    
      I’d just showered, but I felt no repulsion.  
    

    
      Only joy.  
    

    
      If anything, his ragged appearance made me feel uneasy, like he’d been through hell.  
    

    
      “Sit down for now.”  
    

    
      I sat across from Clatter.  
    

    
      Only then could I really look at him.  
    

    
      He seemed… slightly bigger.  
    

    
      Maybe that was why.  
    

    
      It hadn’t even been that long, but Clatter, who used to seem like a kid, now looked like a seasoned swordsman.  
    

    
      ‘Is it because I kept going on about the Mysterious Swordsman? Did I brainwash him or something?’  
    

    
      This is why gaslighting is scary.  
    

    
      “What’s with the bandages? Some new fashion you picked up?”  
    

    
      Snap!  
    

    
      “You think it’s cool? It’s not cool at all. And where’d you get those eyes?”  
    

    
      Snap!  
    

    
      “Oh, you stole them from a zombie?”  
    

    
      I knew it.  
    

    
      Now that I looked closer, he’d attached skin to his face too.  
    

    
      Probably peeled off a dead zombie.  
    

    
      “If you’re gonna attach something, why not pick a handsome one?”  
    

    
      Snap!  
    

    
      “What? Better than me? Isn’t that a bit harsh? Worse than a zombie’s looks? You’ve gotten cheeky while I wasn’t around.”  
    

    
      As an apology, Clatter rubbed his hands together like a fly.  
    

    
      I chuckled at the sight and asked,“So, you’re not coming back?”  
    

    
      Clatter’s hands, which had been rubbing furiously, stopped abruptly.  
    

    
      “You know, I thought a lot about why you left. At first, I thought it was because of Zad. But when I thought it over, that didn’t seem right.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “….”  
    

    
      “Why did you leave so suddenly? Are you… coming back?”  
    

    
      The last question was asked seriously.  
    

    
      If he’d just come back, the reason he left didn’t really matter.  
    

    
      Clatter stared at me, then wrote on the table with his finger.  
    

    
      <Come back. Of course.>  
    

    
      I knew it.  
    

    
      Why did I ask something so obvious like such a loser?  
    

    
      Still, it was a relief.  
    

    
      “Then why did you leave?”  
    

    
      I asked, my heart lighter.  
    

    
      <Must get stronger.>  
    

    
      “Why?”  
    

    
      <To protect.>  
    

    
      Protect?  
    

    
      Protect what?  
    

    
      As I drew a question mark, Clatter answered.  
    

    
      <Don’t know well.>  
    

    
      “….”  
    

    
      I stared at him, dumbfounded.  
    

    
      What do you mean, you don’t know?  
    

    
      Couldn’t you at least say it’s me, even if it’s a lie?  
    

    
      “And what’s with ‘don’t know well’? If you don’t know, just say you don’t know.”  
    

    
      That’s when it happened.  
    

    
      A red dot appeared in Clatter’s eyes as he looked at me.  
    

    
      Fwoosh!  
    

    
      ‘…Fire?’  
    

    
      It was on fire.  
    

    
      “Lu□s.”  
    

    
      ──No.  
    

    
      It was a memory.  
    

    
      The red dot grew rapidly, engulfing me in an instant, and soon the hotel room was consumed by a massive blaze.  
    

    
      Fwoooosh!  
    

    
      In those flames, I saw a middle-aged man and a boy about fourteen years old.  
    

    
      “This is as far as we go, it seems.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Ma, Ma□ro, sir.”  
    

    
      The boy had white hair.  
    

    
      And he was carrying another boy, who looked even younger, on his back.  
    

    
      “….”  
    

    
      I shut my mouth.  
    

    
      Because I recognized both their faces.  
    

    
      Luis and Gerard.  
    

    
      Their cheeks still had baby fat, and their faces were youthful, but the white-haired boy was unmistakably Luis.  
    

    
      And the boy on young Luis’s back was me.  
    

    
      Gerard.  
    

    
      “Stop calling me ‘sir.’ You’re not a kid anymore. You’re a proud thief of Shadow, my comrade.”  
    

    
      And at that moment, I realized who this man was.  
    

    
      Magello.  
    

    
      The man who stood by us until the end during the Fall of the Moon.  
    

    
      …Clatter’s former self.  
    

    
      “Si…”  
    

    
      “I told you not to call me that!”  
    

    
      Magello shouted at young Luis.  
    

    
      “Sniff. Sob…”  
    

    
      Young Luis shed tears like bird droppings.  
    

    
      “Ma□ro…”  
    

    
      Seeing this, Magello’s face crumpled horribly.
    

    
       
    

    
      His bloodshot eyes looked ready to spill transparent tears any moment.  
    

    
      But he forced them back, glaring.  
    

    
      He bit his lip until it bled and pulled young Luis and Gerard into a tight embrace.  
    

    
      “Sob. Ma□ro…!”  
    

    
      “Don’t cry. It’s just… a brief parting.”  
    

    
      Magello set Luis down.  
    

    
      “As a thief, this is my first commission to you. Run. Don’t look back, run as fast and as far as you can from here.”  
    

    
      “Sob.”  
    

    
      “Protect the young master safely.”  
    

    
      Young Luis nodded.  
    

    
      With a face smeared with soot and tears, he looked at Magello, trying to etch his image into his memory, and asked,  
    

    
      “We… sob! We’ll meet again, right?”  
    

    
      Finally, Magello broke down.  
    

    
      Tears welled up crazily in his eyes, overflowing and leaving deep tracks on his cheeks.  
    

    
      But he smiled.  
    

    
      He forced a smile to hide his distorted expression and tears.  
    

    
      “Of course. As long as that moon hangs in the night sky, we’ll definitely meet again.”  
    

    
      Luis turned and ran.  
    

    
      With the younger young master on his back.  
    

    
      “I couldn’t keep my promise in the end.”  
    

    
      Watching the two boys, Magello turned around.  
    

    
      Below the hill, he saw Icata, a sea of red flames. 
    

    
      Countless people he’d failed to protect lay within that blazing inferno.  
    

    
      Friends, comrades, family, memories.  
    

    
      Everything he couldn’t protect was burning fiercely within.  
    

    
      “What a pathetic adult, entrusting the future to children.”  
    

    
      With a bitter chuckle, Magello slowly lowered his head.  
    

    
      Before him stood a line of mages in red cloaks.  
    

    
      .  
    

    
      .  
    

    
      .  
    

    
      .  
    

    
      And so, the flames vanished.  
    

    
      The searing heat along with them.  
    

    
      I was left sitting alone in the hotel room.  
    

    
      Clatter was gone.  
    

    
      He’d left only words on the table before disappearing.  
    

    
      <Will come back when stronger.>  
    

    
      I let out a deep sigh.  
    

    
      * * *  
    

    
      Thud.  
    

    
      Luis, who was organizing documents in the study, looked up.  
    

    
      A book had fallen in front of the bookshelf.  
    

    
      Step, step.  
    

    
      Luis picked it up.
    

    
       
    

    
      Instead of putting it back, he stared at it for a moment.  
    

    
      “….”  
    

    
      It was a photo album.  
    

    
      For some reason, Luis took it to the desk and opened it.  
    

    
      Inside, black-and-white photos were neatly pasted on every page.  
    

    
      It was Luis’s most treasured possession, his number one treasure.  
    

    
      Memories nearly lost to fire, but Luis had managed to save them and transfer them to this pristine album.  
    

    
      “…It’s been a while since I looked through this.”  
    

    
      He must’ve been that busy.  
    

    
      With a slight smirk, Luis slowly flipped through the album.  
    

    
      His touch was as careful as if handling a newborn.  
    

    
      With each page, the smile on his lips deepened, and occasionally, he let out a soft chuckle.  
    

    
      But what was it?  
    

    
      When he turned to the last page, a misty veil of tears had formed in his eyes.  
    

    
      Drip.  
    

    
      A transparent tear fell onto the final photo.  
    

    
      In the picture, a young Luis was awkwardly smiling while perched on a man’s shoulders.  
    

    
      “…Uncle Magello.”  
    

    
      Luis gently touched the man’s face in the photo.  
    

    
      “I… completed the commission.”  
    

    
      Magello had kept his promise too.  
    

    
      Though in a pitiful form.  
    

    
      Not a brief parting, but a return after a long, long time.  
    

    
      But he’d returned, nonetheless.  
    

    
      “That’s enough…”  
    

    
      “Hey, Luis!”  
    

    
      At that moment, the door burst open, and Dayle stormed in.  
    

    
      Luis hurriedly closed the album.  
    

    
      “…What is it?”  
    

    
      Dayle looked at Luis with a sly grin.  
    

    
      “Knocking would be nice, Dayle.”  
    

    
      “Haha. It’s fine. It happens.”  
    

    
      “It’s not fine for me.”  
    

    
      “It’s fine, I say! Wait, that guy was a dude?”  
    

    
      “…Are you insane?”  
    

    
      Dayle grinned mischievously.  
    

    
      “Come on. No need to be shy between guys… Wait! Did you cry!?”  
    

    
      “I didn’t do anything to be shy about, and I didn’t cry.”  
    

    
      “Oh, come on! Anyone can see that your eyes are all teary!”  
    

    
      Luis turned his head.  
    

    
      “Stop talking nonsense. Why are you in my room?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Oh, to ask you to cook. Dayle’s hungry.”  
    

    
      Dayle patted his stomach.  
    

    
      Maybe from spending too long in the basement, Dayle had started speaking in the third person at some point.  
    

    
      Luis suppressed the urge to strangle him and stood up.  
    

    
      “…Let’s go.”  
    

    
      Then his eyes caught the album.  
    

    
      Luis called out to Dayle.  
    

    
      “Dayle.”  
    

    
      “Yeah.”  
    

    
      “Can you make a camera?”  
    

    
      Dayle answered casually.  
    

    
      “Sure, if I can get the parts. Why?”  
    

    
      “I want to keep one. A photo of us.”  
    

    
      Dayle scratched his chin.  
    

    
      “Can’t you just buy one? Dayle’s lazy.”  
    

    
      Unable to hold back, Luis smacked Dayle’s head.  
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      ‘But be careful. Nothing in this world is infinite. The same goes for Thought Devouring. That skeleton is undoubtedly remarkable, but it has its limits. If it gets too greedy, it’ll break under the weight.’ 
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Breaking… you mean it’ll cease to exist?’  
    

    
      ‘Exactly.’  
    

    
      After Clatter left,I recalled Guartes’s warning.  
    

    
      ‘Clatter’s obsessed with growth right now.’  
    

    
      I could tell from his changed demeanor. 
    

    
       
    

    
      Clatter was hunting zombies, devouring their thoughts at random.  
    

    
      His slightly larger frame and altered aura proved it.  
    

    
      Of course, I’d be happy if Clatter got stronger.  
    

    
      But if Guartes’s words were true,Clatter might not be heading toward ‘growth’ but toward ‘self-destruction.’  
    

    
      ‘Not like I can stop him, though.’  
    

    
      Having glimpsed Clatter’s memories, I understood his feelings completely.  
    

    
      Magello regretted everything until his dying breath.  
    

    
      That regret, even ten years later, was fueling Clatter’s heart.  
    

    
      ‘He probably won’t stop using Thought Devouring until he’s satisfied.’  
    

    
      And his final target would be Zad.  
    

    
      “Sigh. I don’t know.”  
    

    
      Because I cared for Clatter, I wanted to respect and support his choice.  
    

    
      But because I cared for Clatter, I also wanted to stop him.  
    

    
      I suddenly recalled our first meeting.  
    

    
      Clatter, who survived the battle with the enhanced ghoul, stood out from the start.  
    

    
      In those pupils looking at me, I felt an inexplicable sadness, and those tremors moved my heart.  
    

    
      Even without [Gaius’s Insight], I would’ve taken Clatter in.  
    

    
      Since then, he helped with my schemes, defeated undead stronger than himself with ease, and never once disappointed me.  
    

    
      “Do I just have to trust him this time too?”  
    

    
      Wait.  
    

    
      Now that I thought about it, beating Zad came first.  
    

    
      I’d unconsciously assumed Clatter would defeat him, but that guy, born from forty vials of the Elixir of Death, was no pushover.  
    

    
      A being that transcended undead.  
    

    
      ‘Why do you think Clatter’s out there, breaking free from my side, grinding like crazy?’  
    

    
      Because of that guy.  
    

    
      Clatter knew he’d lose if they fought now, so he was leveling up hard.  
    

    
      “Yeah, that’s it.”  
    

    
      Zad.  
    

    
      He was the cause and end of everything.  
    

    
      “How strong has he gotten?”  
    

    
      Zad wouldn’t have been sitting idle either.  
    

    
      I was curious about his level.  
    

    
      ‘Maybe Guartes knows something.’  
    

    
      That’s when it happened.  
    

    
      Knock knock!  
    

    
      Someone knocked on the door.  
    

    
      “Come in.”  
    

    
      “Senior!”  
    

    
      It was Yuria.  
    

    
      “Senior Bain and the necromancer woke up!”  
    

    
      I immediately stood up.  
    

    
      “Gather the others first.”  
    

    
      * * *  
    

    
      I entered the room where Guartes was held, alongside Karina.  
    

    
      After a brief discussion with the others, we decided Karina and I would interrogate Guartes.  
    

    
      Entering the room, I saw Guartes sitting, bound with ropes.  
    

    
      And then.  
    

    
      “Ugh. Sewer stench.”  
    

    
      Sure enough, the foul odor emanating from Guartes filled the sealed room.  
    

    
      I cracked the door open and said,  
    

    
      “Let’s air it out a bit.”  
    

    
      Karina’s face relaxed noticeably.  
    

    
      “By the way, is he tied up properly?”  
    

    
      “Of course. Who do you take me for? And those ropes are magitech tools even a mage couldn’t undo alone. A necromancer like him? Not in a hundred years.”  
    

    
      A hundred years? More like a thousand wouldn’t cut it.  
    

    
      Mocking Guartes, Karina pulled out the Eye of Truth.  
    

    
      An artifact with a beast’s eye embedded in a crystal orb, revealing the target’s lies.  
    

    
      “Oh, you’re familiar with this, right? Wanna say hi?”  
    

    
      “Shut up.”  
    

    
      I sat in front of Guartes.  
    

    
      Thud!  
    

    
      Karina placed the Eye of Truth threateningly on the table and got straight to the point.  
    

    
      “Hey, necromancer? You’d better answer all my questions with the truth from now on.”  
    

    
      “….”  
    

    
      “Gonna keep your mouth shut? That’s not a good idea. If you cooperate nicely, I might even help you.”  
    

    
      Guartes scoffed.  
    

    
      “Hah. That’s rich. Do you think I’m an idiot? Don’t lie.”  
    

    
      Karina grinned at him.  
    

    
      She touched the Eye of Truth,making it face her, then spoke.  
    

    
      “If this necromancer cooperates with me, I’m willing to help him.”  
    

    
      The eye’s color didn’t change.  
    

    
      “Still think I’m lying?”  
    

    
      Guartes’s eyes widened.  
    

    
      “…For real?”  
    

    
      “The Eye of Truth turns red when it sees a lie. Take a look. Did it change?”  
    

    
      Guartes shook his head vigorously.  
    

    
      “No. It didn’t. So how are you gonna help me? Be specific.”  
    

    
      “That depends on how you answer. By the way, I’m Karina Zain. I can do more than you’d think.”  
    

    
      Karina smirked at me after saying that.  
    

    
      ‘Leave the interrogation to me, the expert.’  
    

    
      I recalled her confident words before we entered.  
    

    
      ‘Well, she’s not bad, I’ll give her that.’  
    

    
      Once captured here, Guartes’s fate was practically sealed.
    

    
       
    

    
      Namely, execution by fire.  
    

    
      Guartes likely knew that, so he’d probably stonewall, and we’d end up wasting time and energy.  
    

    
      But if you dangled hope in front of him, things changed.  
    

    
      Guartes valued his life as much as anyone.  
    

    
      Trapped in a pit of fire, waiting for death, if a rope suddenly dropped from the sky, any human would only see that rope.  
    

    
      “Name.”  
    

    
      “Guartes.”  
    

    
      “Affiliation.”  
    

    
      “Be, Beltus Cult’s Death Council.”  
    

    
      Guartes seemed ready to spill everything.  
    

    
      “Beltus Cult? Never heard of it.”  
    

    
      Karina didn’t forget to check the Eye of Truth periodically.  
    

    
      “Where’s it located?”  
    

    
      “I don’t know the details. I’m just a low-ranking cleric.”  
    

    
      “Hmm.”  
    

    
      Karina tapped the table.  
    

    
      Then, suddenly.  
    

    
      “Do you know about the Beltus Cult?”  
    

    
      She asked me out of nowhere.  
    

    
      I burst out laughing.  
    

    
      “Pfft haha!”  
    

    
      Karina frowned.  
    

    
      “Why’re you laughing all of a sudden?” 
    

    
      I said, "I don't know.”  
    

    
      Did she ask because she didn’t know?  
    

    
      Oh, come on.  
    

    
      She’s pulling a fast one here.  
    

    
      Karina.  
    

    
      And the Zain Ducal Family—truly a place where you couldn’t let your guard down for a second.  
    

    
      “Still suspecting me?”  
    

    
      “Hehe. Just asking.”  
    

    
      I stared at the smirking Karina.  
    

    
      Fine.  
    

    
      Clearing the air like this was better for me too.  
    

    
      Plus, from my perspective of planning Guartes’s escape, there couldn’t be a better opportunity.  
    

    
      “No. I don’t know anything about the Beltus Cult.”  
    

    
      To let Guartes escape, I first needed to divert Karina’s attention.  
    

    
      ‘And that’s way too easy for me.’  
    

    
      So, I put the plan into action.  
    

    
      Karina checked the Eye of Truth.  
    

    
      It showed no change, and this time, I asked,  
    

    
      “Satisfied?”  
    

    
      “Yup.”  
    

    
      I stood up immediately.  
    

    
      “Where’re you going all of a sudden?”  
    

    
      “Outside.”  
    

    
      “Why?”  
    

    
      “Because I feel like crap.”  
    

    
      “No way, are you sulking?”  
    

    
      I turned to her,my face full of irritation.  
    

    
      “What do you think? Still being suspected as a thief—how’s that supposed to feel good?”  
    

    
      And so, I continued my ‘pissed-off act.’  
    

    
      “Geez. Why’re you getting so worked up? It was a joke.” 
    

    
       
    

    
      “A joke? When the person on the receiving end feels like crap, it’s a joke? Do you go around suspecting people for fun?”  
    

    
      Karina’s expression hardened.  
    

    
      “…Sorry.”  
    

    
      And she apologized to me straight up.  
    

    
      ‘Huh? What’s this?’  
    

    
      That wasn’t supposed to happen.  
    

    
      ‘The Karina I know would’ve gotten defensive and doubled down here, not apologized.’  
    

    
      Her reaction was unexpected.  
    

    
      But that was it.  
    

    
      The interrogation’s momentum was already broken, and Karina’s focus had shifted from Guartes to me.  
    

    
      I kept pressing.  
    

    
      “Didn’t you already apologize last time? Oh! That apology wasn’t sincere, was it?”  
    

    
      “Hah! No. It was sincere then. And it’s sincere now too. Look.”  
    

    
      Karina held out the Eye of Truth to me.  
    

    
      I deliberately avoided looking at it,turning my back in a huff.  
    

    
      And I used [Whisper] on Guartes.  
    

    
      [Guartes.]  
    

    
      At that moment, Guartes was blankly staring at us, blinking.  
    

    
      ‘What’s this nonsense in the middle of an interrogation?’  
    

    
      His expression said as much.  
    

    
      Then he received my [Whisper].  
    

    
      Flinch!  
    

    
      He shuddered and looked around.  
    

    
      I sent another [Whisper].  
    

    
      [Stop looking around and stay still. Want to advertise you’re listening to a thief?]  
    

    
      Exactly.  
    

    
      That’s why I drew Karina’s attention first.  
    

    
      [Listen quietly. When I give the signal, attack Gerard, who’s blocking the door, and escape the room.]  
    

    
      “….”  
    

    
      [Don’t worry about the mana-suppressing ropes—I’ll undo them. Once you’re out, follow the route I tell you to escape. Then wait for me there.]  
    

    
      I saw Guartes’s gloomy expression brighten rapidly.  
    

    
      “Hey, look at this!”  
    

    
      “Fine, we’ll talk later. Focus on the interrogation now, okay?”  
    

    
      “Are you leaving?”  
    

    
      “Nope.”  
    

    
      “Phew. Alright. Stay there. We’ll talk later.”  
    

    
      Karina sighed and glared irritably at Guartes.  
    

    
      She resumed the interrogation quickly.  
    

    
      “What’s the purpose of causing the zombie outbreak?”  
    

    
      “I don’t know. I didn’t cause it.”  
    

    
      “What?”  
    

    
      It was the truth.  
    

    
      “Then who did?”  
    

    
      “An undead called Zad.”  
    

    
      By then, I spread my senses to check the situation outside.  
    

    
      The corridor was empty, and Karina was focused on Guartes.  
    

    
      No, actually, she seemed oddly distracted, like a screw was loose.  
    

    
      Her questions were half-hearted.  
    

    
      She might’ve been getting annoyed belatedly, but whatever the case, this made things easier.  
    

    
      I discreetly drew Daybreak and used its special ability.  
    

    
      ‘Unbinding.’  
    

    
      Daybreak glowed.  
    

    
      I saw the ropes binding Guartes loosen.  
    

    
      “…!”  
    

    
      Guartes’s eyes widened excitedly.  
    

    
      I sent the signal.  
    

    
      [Now.]  
    

    
      Guartes sprang up and thrust his hand toward me.  
    

    
      “Touch of Death.”  
    

    
      A hexagram formed instantly.  
    

    
      A mass of dark energy shot straight at me from its center.  
    

    
      So I ‘prepared to take the hit.’  
    

    
      I wrapped myself in the Bracelet of Protection’s ‘Mana Shield.’  
    

    
      Timing it with the Touch of Death hitting me, I leaped toward the wall with force.  
    

    
      “Urgh!”  
    

    
      And I sprawled on the floor.  
    

    
      Perfect Hollywood acting.  
    

    
      “G-Gerard!?”  
    

    
      I closed my eyes, pretending to be unconscious.  
    

    
      Thud!  
    

    
      Guartes leaped over me, bolted out of the room, and into the corridor.  
    

    
      Karina was supposed to chase after him at full speed…but she didn’t. 
    

    
      Instead, she came to me, lying on the floor.  
    

    
      “Hey! Snap out of it!”  
    

    
      What’s with her?  
    

    
      I cracked an eye open.  
    

    
      “Hey! Hey! Yo! Yo! Gerard! Wake up!”  
    

    
      I saw Karina, her face red, shaking my body.  
    

    
      Her spit was flying all over my face.  
    

    
      ‘Damn it…’  
    

    
      Well, I decided to look on the bright side.  
    

    
      This would make it easier for Guartes to escape the hotel.  
    

    
      Soon, the others rushed in after hearing the commotion.  
    

    
      * * *  
    

    
      “So?”  
    

    
      “We lost him, yeah. Embarrassing.”  
    

    
      “You got cocky.”  
    

    
      Baron Tesda’s lips curled up.  
    

    
      “Experiencing a blunder like this makes you tougher. Don’t take it too hard.”  
    

    
      “Yes, sir.”  
    

    
      “By the way, how’s Gerard’s condition?”  
    

    
      Baron Tesda asked Professor Ilai beside him.  
    

    
      “Thankfully, nothing serious. Minor bruises at most? The hospital’s report said the same. Probably just a buildup of fatigue and stress.”  
    

    
      “In short, he’ll be fine after some food?”  
    

    
      Professor Ilai laughed and nodded.  
    

    
      “Exactly. Food and good rest will fix him up.”  
    

    
      I quickly cut in.  
    

    
      “Speaking of which, I’d like to rest. Could you two leave now?”  
    

    
      Baron Tesda gave me a sharp look, then shook his head.  
    

    
      “Fine. I won’t disturb you further. You worked hard and must be tired, so rest. We’ll get going.”  
    

    
      “Yes, Student Affairs Officer. Rest well, Gerard. Don’t worry about classes, okay?”  
    

    
      “Yes. Thank you.”  
    

    
      The two closed my door and left.  
    

    
      I’d been acting frail until then, but I subtly lowered my arm and got up from the bed.  
    

    
      Outside the window, I saw the backs of the two professors leaving the male dormitory.  
    

    
      My Hollywood act must’ve been spot-on, because after Guartes’s ‘ambush,’ I was able to return to the academy right away.  
    

    
      That was just a little while ago.  
    

    
      The two professors came to check on me as soon as they heard, and I made a solid impression.  
    

    
      “He escaped, right? Guartes.”  
    

    
      I heard Ivan chased after him later.  
    

    
      But, well,too late.  
    

    
      If he followed the route I gave him, he wouldn’t have been caught.  
    

    
      “Then he’ll be waiting there.”  
    

    
      Ladrier Hotel.  
    

    
      Unlike the Valand Hotel, where the investigation team was staying, that place was a secret stronghold used by the cult, particularly the Darkness Council.  
    

    
      Soon, night fell.  
    

    
      Right after roll call, I slipped out of the academy and headed for Ladrier Hotel.  
    

    
      * * *  
    

    
      Bain was annoyed.  
    

    
      Right after waking from the aftereffects of overexertion, she was honestly thrilled.  
    

    
      Because they’d caught the necromancer.  
    

    
      ‘My effort and sacrifice paid off!’  
    

    
      Now, all that was left was resolving the zombie outbreak.  
    

    
      Yes.  
    

    
      That’s what she thought.  
    

    
      Until the necromancer escaped.  
    

    
      “What, what happened!?”  
    

    
      “The necromancer escaped!”  
    

    
      “…What?”  
    

    
      But an even bigger problem arose.  
    

    
      Namely, Gerard.  
    

    
      Gerard got injured in the necromancer’s ambush, and as a result, he returned to the academy.  
    

    
      That caused all sorts of chaos.  
    

    
      ‘Goddamn it, I couldn't even catch one necromancer.’  
    

    
      Bain Winter found herself in an awkward position.  
    

    
      ‘So who’s gonna lead the investigation team now? Me? Or the princess?’  
    

    
      It made sense for her to take over, but the first-years she’d seen briefly were no pushovers.  
    

    
      Actually…  
    

    
      Bain was still uncomfortable now.  
    

    
      Because the very thing she feared was unfolding before her eyes.  
    

    
      “It’s your fault. You’re the reason Senior got hurt.”  
    

    
      “…Shut up.”  
    

    
      “Why’d you do it?”  
    

    
      “I said shut up.”  
    

    
      “Why’d you do it?”  
    

    
      Bang! Karina slammed her fist on the table.  
    

    
      “I told you, Yuria. Shut up! I’m already the most pissed and annoyed, okay? Can you keep quiet?”  
    

    
      Yuria stared at her and asked again.  
    

    
      “Why’d you do it?”  
    

    
      Finally, Karina exploded.  
    

    
      “This is ridiculous!”  
    

    
      Bain quickly stood to calm her down.  
    

    
      “Calm down, Princess.”  
    

    
      “Hmph.”  
    

    
      “Hey, you shut up too. You think the princess did it on purpose?”  
    

    
      “Why’d you do it?”  
    

    
      Yuria casually ignored Bain.  
    

    
      Her expression said he wasn’t even worth her attention.  
    

    
      That made Bain explode too.  
    

    
      “Ha, this little brat, really.”  
    

    
      Bain approached Yuria.  
    

    
      “Hey, you don’t take Senior’s words seriously—”  
    

    
      It didn’t take long for him to realize something was wrong.  
    

    
      ‘…What’s with this girl? Why’re her eyes like that?’  
    

    
      The moment he met Yuria’s pitch-black eyes, Bain froze.  
    

    
      It felt like peering into a deep abyss that swallowed even light. 
    

    
       
    

    
      Like being crushed by sleep paralysis, he couldn’t move a finger, and cold sweat trickled down his back.  
    

    
      ‘Is this really that quiet, doll-like girl?’  
    

    
      No.  
    

    
      She was completely unhinged.  
    

    
      Bain instinctively knew.  
    

    
      If he pushed further, he’d cross a river he couldn’t return from.  
    

    
      He hoped Karina would intervene, but…  
    

    
      “What, standing there doing nothing instead of disciplining a junior? Having a staring contest?”  
    

    
      …she was egging it on instead.  
    

    
      ‘Ugh. Should’ve just gone back with my classmates.’  
    

    
      Suddenly, Bain thought Gerard was impressive.  
    

    
      Thankfully, salvation came her way.  
    

    
      “I’m back.”  
    

    
      Gwyn, who’d seen Gerard off, returned.  
    

    
      As if the standoff never happened, Yuria rushed past Bain to Gwyn the moment he appeared.  
    

    
      “How’s Senior?”  
    

    
      “…Huh?”  
    

    
      “Senior Gerard? Is he okay?”  
    

    
      “Oh, yeah.”  
    

    
      “Phew. That’s a relief.”  
    

    
      Yuria closed her eyes in relief.  
    

    
      In an instant, she was back to the quiet, doll-like girl Bain first saw.  
    

    
      ‘…She’s crazy.’  
    

    
      Bain looked at her with an uneasy expression. 
    

    
       
    

    
      Soon after, Ivan and Rachel, who’d chased the necromancer, returned.  
    

    
      Everyone stood up.  
    

    
      Bain asked,“What happened!?”  
    

    
      “Couldn’t catch him.”  
    

    
      “Ugh. We lost him.”  
    

    
      Bain sighed.  
    

    
      ‘Great.’  
    

    
      Where do we even start again?  
    

    
      As she sank into complicated thoughts,“But, I saw this on the way back.”  
    

    
      Bain took what Ivan handed her.  
    

    
      It was a Royal Dream.  
    

    
      “Why a newspaper?”  
    

    
      “…Read it.”  
    

    
      An article marked ‘Urgent.’  
    

    
      And within it was shocking news.  
    

    
      [Central Knight Slain]  
    

    
      The death of a Central Knight.  
    

    
      The Central Knights were undeniably the empire’s premier knight order and the strongest martial force upholding the capital.  
    

    
      Such a death was a massive shock in itself.  
    

    
      Bain read the article with her mouth agape, her eyes growing wider with each line.  
    

    
      When she finished,  
    

    
      “Ha.”  
    

    
      A short sigh escaped her lips.  
    

    
      The slain knight’s name was Paxen.  
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      On the hotel rooftop.
    

    
      Leaning against the railing, gazing at Icata’s nightscape, I, Karina, let out a deep sigh.
    

    
      My chest felt heavy.
    

    
      It seemed like my fault that we lost the necromancer and got Gerard injured.
    

    
      ‘If I had tied him up properly, this wouldn’t have happened.’
    

    
      I ruffled my hair.
    

    
      At first, I couldn’t believe it.
    

    
      So, after Gerard was taken to the hospital, I returned to the room and immediately checked the mana suppression rope on the floor.
    

    
      There were no signs of it being torn or cut.
    

    
      Nor was the rope’s effect faulty. I tested it on Bain, and it worked perfectly.
    

    
      The rope’s mana suppression was intact.
    

    
      That left only two possibilities: someone untied it, or he freed himself.
    

    
      Since only Gerard and I were in the room, and both of us were far from the necromancer, the former was impossible.
    

    
      Thus, the conclusion was that the necromancer untied it himself.
    

    
      “I tied it too loosely.”
    

    
      I mocked myself.
    

    
      That wasn’t all.
    

    
      I even caused a conflict with Gerard.
    

    
      ‘All because I provoked him over something already settled…’
    

    
      I had half-meaned it as a joke, but the moment I saw the Eye of Truth, memories of Gerard surfaced, and I thought, ‘Should I try it now?’
    

    
      But…
    

    
      ‘This is how it turned out.’
    

    
      I lacked consideration and respect for Gerard.
    

    
      That’s what caused the incident.
    

    
      ‘Even after apologizing so sincerely at the cathedral.’
    

    
      How hard it was to say sorry.
    

    
      Yet, due to a moment of complacency, I undermined my own sincerity with my own hands.
    

    
      ‘If it weren’t for that, the necromancer’s escape would’ve been stopped.’
    

    
      Gerard wasn’t so dull as to fall for a surprise attack so easily.
    

    
      He must’ve been angry because of me, his attention distracted, leading to the ambush.
    

    
      ‘Everything happened because of me.’
    

    
      I sighed.
    

    
      Before I realized it, a communication ring glimmered in my hand.
    

    
      It was Gerard’s.
    

    
      “Senior Gerard asked me to give this to you.”
    

    
      Just moments ago, Gwyn had said that while handing me the ring.
    

    
      Seeing it only made me more irritated.
    

    
      “Ugh, you idiot. You fool!”
    

    
      I punched my head with my fists.
    

    
      Then.
    

    
      “That won’t change anything.”
    

    
      It was Ivan.
    

    
      He stood behind me, holding my arm, having come up unnoticed.
    

    
      “…Let go.”
    

    
      “Only if you promise not to hit.”
    

    
      “Me? Or you?”
    

    
      “Obviously both.”
    

    
      “Fine. I won’t hit.”
    

    
      Ivan released my hand.
    

    
      I glared at him.
    

    
      “Why’d you come up? I want to be alone. What? Did something happen in the capital again? Did someone die?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “Then what?”
    

    
      “You’ve been up here forever. I came to ask what we’re doing next. We can’t keep going like this.”
    

    
      “Seriously? Why ask me? There’s Bain.”
    

    
      Ivan stared at me.
    

    
      “You don’t know?”
    

    
      I turned my head.
    

    
      I knew that as long as I was around, Bain couldn’t lead or judge properly.
    

    
      Gerard must’ve had that in mind when he gave me the ring.
    

    
      Even after the fight with Yuria earlier, Bain had been oddly quiet, wary of the others’ reactions.
    

    
      But.
    

    
      ‘So what?’
    

    
      What’s that got to do with me?
    

    
      “And?”
    

    
      “What do you mean, ‘and’?”
    

    
      “Gerard’s injured and back at the Academy, and the commander giving us orders turned into a zombie. What more can we do in this situation?”
    

    
      “So you’re saying we give up?”
    

    
      What?
    

    
      Give up?
    

    
      I shouted reflexively.
    

    
      “Are you crazy? Who said anything about giving up? The word ‘give up’ doesn’t exist for Karina Zain!”
    

    
      Ivan smiled.
    

    
      “Exactly. So stop wallowing in self-blame and let’s move. Even without Senior Gerard, we have you, and just because Sir Paxen became a zombie doesn’t mean our investigation team’s mission is over.”
    

    
      I snorted.
    

    
      “You talk about a big game. Sorry, but I wasn’t blaming myself. I was thinking about what to do next.”
    

    
      “Oh, really? So you’re done thinking?”
    

    
      “Yeah. I was about to go down even if you hadn’t come. Move.”
    

    
      I pushed past Ivan and headed downstairs.
    

    
      Ivan followed, smiling as if he couldn’t stop me.
    

    
      ‘Right. Giving up is out of the question.’
    

    
      I steeled my resolve as I descended.
    

    
      Only the one who tied the knot can untie it.
    

    
      Having made this mess, I couldn’t just despair—I had to take responsibility.
    

    
      ‘That guy probably expects that too.’
    

    
      I looked at Gerard’s communication ring and gripped it tightly.
    

    
      ‘Don’t act pathetic.’
    

    
      As Ivan said.
    

    
      The cadets were all gathered in Gerard’s room.
    

    
      The mood was quite somber.
    

    
      “Hey, look at me for a sec.”
    

    
      As soon as I entered, I drew their attention.
    

    
      Now it was time to say the thing I least wanted to.
    

    
      ‘You know? The coolest person in the world is someone who admits their mistakes.’
    

    
      I squeezed my eyes shut.
    

    
      “F-First, losing the necromancer was clearly my fault. I admit it and… apologize!”
    

    
      There was no response.
    

    
      An awkward silence.
    

    
      I didn’t want to open my eyes, but curious about their reactions, I did.
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      They were staring at me with incredulous expressions.
    

    
      “What? Did I say something wrong?”
    

    
      “No, it’s just… uh.”
    

    
      “It’s weird hearing you say that, Karina.”
    

    
      “Yeah, that’s it.”
    

    
      Light laughter broke out.
    

    
      With that, the room’s atmosphere warmed, as if it had never been gloomy.
    

    
      Just one apology.
    

    
      I was surprised by the change but mostly embarrassed.
    

    
      I felt my face flush.
    

    
      So I hurried on.
    

    
      “E-Enough! Gather up. I’ll tell you the plan.”
    

    
      The group assembled around me.
    

    
      “Listen up! From now on, we’re going after that guy called Zad.”
    

    
      I shared the information I got from the necromancer.
    

    
      Zad was a zombie created by the necromancer Guartes and the cause of this whole incident.
    

    
      He could act independently with his own will.
    

    
      “Where’s he hiding?”
    

    
      “I don’t know. But…”
    

    
      I placed what I was holding on the table and continued.
    

    
      “I think we can find him easily with this.”
    

    
      It was Gerard’s communication ring.
    

    
      Adorned with amber and green gems.
    

    
      “With this?”
    

    
      “Showing is faster than explaining. Everyone, focus on your communication rings.”
    

    
      I infused mana into Gerard’s ring.
    

    
      Mana flowed from the rings each of them wore.
    

    
      Yuria, with her high mana affinity, noticed the change first.
    

    
      “Oh, this is…”
    

    
      She glanced at her finger, then at me.
    

    
      “Right. It’s the mana I just sent into this ring. Communication rings transmit not just sound but mana too.”
    

    
      “But how does that help us find him? We all have the rings.”
    

    
      I grimaced at Gwyn’s innocent remark.
    

    
      “Use your brain, you idiot. Are we the only ones with communication rings?”
    

    
      The cadets’ faces began to light up one by one.
    

    
      “No way?”
    

    
      “Exactly. Paxen. That knight has one too.”
    

    
      Paxen’s was a commander’s ring with only an amber mana stone.
    

    
      It was connected solely to Gerard’s ring, the leader’s.
    

    
      “If Paxen still has his ring, we can track him with this and Paxen’s probably with Zad. Why? Because he’s the strongest zombie he’s made so far.”
    

    
      It was a universal truth to keep strong subordinates close.
    

    
      “What do you think?”
    

    
      “Great plan.”
    

    
      “As expected of the Lady!”
    

    
      “Hm. Impressive.”
    

    
      I lifted my chin.
    

    
      “This is me. Karina Zain.”
    

    
      The cadets chimed in.
    

    
      “…Right. That’s Karina.”
    

    
      “I was worried when you acted out of character, but it was for nothing.”
    

    
      Embarrassment surged again.
    

    
      I slammed the table and shouted.
    

    
      “What are you all doing!? That creepy zombie might take off the ring any moment. Hurry!”
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      At Ladrier Hotel, few places had lights on at this hour.
    

    
      I knocked on the window of the topmost room.
    

    
      Tap! Tap!
    

    
      Guartes’s tense face appeared, peering out cautiously.
    

    
      Click.
    

    
      “You’re here. I’ve been waiting. Come in.”
    

    
      I entered the room.
    

    
      Guartes bowed ninety degrees.
    

    
      “…Thank you for saving me. I thought I was done for, but hearing the Master's voice was such a relief. I’m so grateful I nearly cried.”
    

    
      “I saved you for a reason, so no need to thank me.”
    

    
      “I’m still grateful. You’re my savior. I’ll never forget this debt.”
    

    
      Really?
    

    
      “If you’re that grateful, die for me someday.”
    

    
      “Uh… that’s a bit…”
    

    
      Guartes scratched his head, looking reluctant.
    

    
      I hadn’t expected much anyway.
    

    
      “Sit down. I have questions.”
    

    
      “Ask anything.”
    

    
      “I went to your lab in the sewer. It was a mess. What is Zad doing?”
    

    
      Perhaps recalling that moment, Guartes’s face turned ashen.
    

    
      “Yes. It was him. He suddenly attacked me, and I barely escaped.”
    

    
      “Why did he attack you? What’s his goal?”
    

    
      Guartes hesitated.
    

    
      “His goal…”
    

    
      He spoke cautiously.
    

    
      “My guess is… to prove himself to the world.”
    

    
      “Prove himself?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      Guartes explained.
    

    
      One day, Zad started asking questions.
    

    
      Why was he created, what was his origin?
    

    
      The role of the undead in the world, human emotions, and more.
    

    
      Questions an undead wouldn’t typically ask, mostly tied to ‘humans’ or ‘identity.’
    

    
      “At first, I answered kindly since I valued him, but eventually, it gave me chills. His knowledge absorption was terrifyingly fast. I named him because he demanded to know why he didn’t have a name.”
    

    
      “So he wasn’t always Zad.”
    

    
      “He was originally called Number 109.”
    

    
      A dog-like number.
    

    
      “Anyway, he craved knowledge. At some point, he started rejecting my demands. He ignored orders, questioned why he had to obey, and constantly demanded recognition as a sentient being.”
    

    
      “And then?”
    

    
      “I told him. Obeying my orders is your purpose and identity. Like this.”
    

    
      I didn’t need to hear the rest to know what happened.
    

    
      ‘He went berserk.’
    

    
      In short, a being born without a foundation rebelled after his purpose was denied.
    

    
      “Making strong subordinates?”
    

    
      “It’s a form of reproduction. Since they’re not living, they can’t breed traditionally and increase numbers only through ‘infection.’ Weak ones die easily, so he deliberately keeps strong ones. But there’s a limit.”
    

    
      “Limit?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      Guartes’s expression turned serious.
    

    
      “This might be his weakness. No matter how special he is, there’s a fixed limit to how many he can control through ‘infection.’”
    

    
      A memory flashed in my mind.
    

    
      “Wait. Is this related to the warning you gave?”
    

    
      “You remember. Exactly. I heard a Central Knight fell this time?”
    

    
      I nodded.
    

    
      ‘Paxen.’
    

    
      I was shocked when I read Royal Dream before coming here.
    

    
      Not only was a Central Knight taken down, but it was one I knew.
    

    
      “He’ll get stronger, right?”
    

    
      Surprisingly, Guartes shook his head.
    

    
      “No. That’s his limit.”
    

    
      “Hm? Really?”
    

    
      “Yes. You must know about the random zombie outbreaks across Icata today.”
    

    
      As Guartes said, after the article about Paxen, zombie attacks erupted throughout Icata.
    

    
      Unlike previous attacks, which targeted strong hosts in specific locations, these were aimless, indiscriminate terrors.
    

    
      “It’s because of Paxen. Controlling him takes so much power that he had to abandon other subordinates. Those freed zombies caused random riots.”
    

    
      “…!”
    

    
      “He’s likely weaker now, not stronger.”
    

    
      A plausible theory.
    

    
      If true, while he gained Paxen as a weapon, he’s easier to deal with than before. 
    

    
      Given zombies’ ‘infection’ ability, their strength lies more in groups than individuals.
    

    
      I couldn’t believe Paxen lost to Zad.
    

    
      An Expert upper-tier knight, to a zombie?
    

    
      Even if Zad’s bizarre, it’s hard to buy.
    

    
      ‘More likely he fell into a trap.’
    

    
      There’s a reason they say numbers overwhelm.
    

    
      “So another Central Knight won’t become a host.”
    

    
      “Correct. One entity. That’s Zad’s control limit.”
    

    
      I felt relieved.
    

    
      ‘Not a world-ending disaster, then.’
    

    
      Honestly, I’d been freaking out.
    

    
      Hearing Paxen turned into a zombie, I thought, ‘What if the entire Central Knights become zombies?’
    

    
      ‘But it was just a worry.’
    

    
      Knowing it’s not a massive threat, it was time to ask the most critical question.
    

    
      This was why I saved Guartes.
    

    
      “Zad. Where is he now?”
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      Icata had three schools.
    

    
      The first was Frey Hero Academy, renowned across the continent.
    

    
      The second was a knight school, dedicated to training knights.
    

    
      The third was Frey University.
    

    
      Among them, Frey University was a place where only nobles and the upper class attended to build foundational knowledge and refinement in academics, culture, history, and military strategy.
    

    
      Perhaps because of this, its scale was smaller than Frey Hero Academy or the knight school.
    

    
      Yet, as a place frequented by prominent central nobles, those with dreams and ambitions of inheriting their family legacy or entering politics all attended Frey University.
    

    
      Of course.
    

    
      [Temporary Closure]
    

    
      Due to an unprecedented zombie outbreak, it was currently closed.
    

    
      Sshk… Sshk…
    

    
      In that place, dark shadows were approaching.
    

    
      “Here.”
    

    
      “Are you sure?”
    

    
      “Yeah. It was faint earlier, but now that we’re here, I’m certain.”
    

    
      The shadows halted their steps.
    

    
      “No doubt about it. Paxen is at Frey University. He’s inside.”
    

    
      Their identities were the Academy Investigation Team.
    

    
      The pursuit, which began last night, had continued for a grueling 26 hours.
    

    
      This was because Karina’s mana detection range was limited.
    

    
      A radius of 1 kilometer at most.
    

    
      Even that was only possible because it was Karina; anyone else would have had an even shorter range.
    

    
      Thus, labor was required.
    

    
      They had to scour Icata themselves, starting with the areas attacked by zombies, but often came up empty-handed.
    

    
      The strange thing was, the moment they began their investigation, the zombie attacks inexplicably stopped.
    

    
      “Hmm. That’s weird. Why aren’t the zombies showing up? There hasn’t been a single one since the indiscriminate zombie terror the day before yesterday. Weird, so weird.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “You’re right! Maybe they got killed by the knights there?”
    

    
      Finally, Karina shouted in frustration.
    

    
      “If that were true, Royal Dream would’ve already published an article about it! Ugh, please stop saying stupid things, you idiot Rachel!”
    

    
      Rachel flinched.
    

    
      “But… we’ve checked almost everywhere.”
    

    
      Indeed.
    

    
      Not sleeping, wandering for hours relying solely on Karina’s senses, was an indescribable ordeal.
    

    
      No matter how much their stamina and mental fortitude surpassed that of ordinary people, they were still human and couldn’t overcome the monster called sleep.
    

    
      Especially Karina, who was constantly manipulating the communication ring, felt an unimaginable level of fatigue.
    

    
      “Huh? Lady Karina!”
    

    
      But as if to reward her efforts,it happened while they were passing through Royal Road.
    

    
      Someone recognized Karina, waving and running toward her.
    

    
      “Stop!”
    

    
      Bain blocked her.
    

    
      It wasn’t the first time this had happened.
    

    
      Since the investigation began, nobles occasionally recognized Karina, and each time, it broke her concentration, causing her to lash out.
    

    
      “Stay there…”
    

    
      “Move. Hera!”
    

    
      But this time was different.
    

    
      Karina pushed Bain’s face aside and ran forward joyfully.
    

    
      Since this had never happened before, everyone was dumbfounded.
    

    
      “Lady Karina! It’s been so long!”
    

    
      “Hera! Good to see you!”
    

    
      Karina hugged the noble named Hera, smiling.
    

    
      Her face perfectly suited the description of “girlish.”
    

    
      “It’s been since you entered the Academy, right?”
    

    
      “Yeah! Exactly.”
    

    
      “How’s the Academy? I bet you’re the best there too, right?”
    

    
      “Hehe. Do you even need to ask? I’m Karina Zain.”
    

    
      “Karina Zain──!”
    

    
      Hera mimicked her, but instead of getting annoyed, Karina burst into giggles.
    

    
      “And you? How’s university?”
    

    
      “I’m doing great too!”
    

    
      “Oh, come on, liar! If you were doing great, would you be loafing around here at this hour? Wanna get scolded?”
    

    
      “Eek, scary! But it’s true. We’re on break right now because of the zombies.”
    

    
      At Hera’s response, Karina’s expression hardened.
    

    
      “They showed up there too?”
    

    
      As far as she remembered, there hadn’t been any news of zombies at Frey University.
    

    
      “Nooo.”
    

    
      “Phew. I thought so…”
    

    
      “But I think I saw a strange man.”
    

    
      “…A strange man?”
    

    
      A glint sparked in Karina’s eyes.
    

    
      Ivan, who had been listening quietly, approached.
    

    
      “Excuse me. Could you tell us about this strange man?”
    

    
      “Who’re you?”
    

    
      “Oh, I’m Ivan, a cadet from the 890th class.”
    

    
      “Nice to meet you. I’m Hera Kitten.”
    

    
      “The daughter of Baron Kitten. I’ve heard much about you.”
    

    
      Hera couldn’t hide her embarrassment at Ivan’s striking appearance and manners, her face flushing.
    

    
      Normally, Karina would’ve teased her immediately.
    

    
      But this was an urgent situation.
    

    
      Karina urged her on.
    

    
      “Hera, can you explain quickly?”
    

    
      “Oh! Right, the strange man! So, yesterday morning, I went to school to pick up a textbook I forgot. On my way out, I ran into him.”
    

    
      “Was he a zombie?”
    

    
      “Huh? Nooo, not a zombie. He looked human, and he didn’t smell weird. More importantly, he spoke.”
    

    
      Hera waved her hands, pursing her lips as she recalled the moment.
    

    
      “The reason I called him strange was because of his question.”
    

    
      “Question?”
    

    
      “Yeah. What was it… ‘If a stone gained sentience, would you consider it a living being?’ Yeah, I think that’s what he asked.”
    

    
      Karina and Ivan exchanged glances.
    

    
      And now.
    

    
      They had arrived at Frey University, and Karina had been sensing mana emanating from the campus since it came into view.
    

    
      They scaled the wall one by one.
    

    
      The grounds were eerily silent, as if no one was there.
    

    
      It wouldn’t have been surprising for zombies to appear at any moment, but for now, they seemed undetected.
    

    
      “Let’s move.”
    

    
      Led by Karina, they moved stealthily.
    

    
      Their destination was the library next to the main building.
    

    
      “…The library?”
    

    
      Karina’s mana was definitely flowing from within.
    

    
      “Is Zad in there…?”
    

    
      “Uh… maybe?”
    

    
      “Paxen’s definitely there. And there’s a good chance Zad is too.”
    

    
      “Zombies in a library? That’s so unbalanced.”
    

    
      As Hera said, he was a strange guy.
    

    
      “Now what?”
    

    
      “What do you mean? We go in and teach that guy a lesson.”
    

    
      “But our mission is to investigate.”
    

    
      All eyes turned to Rachel, who had spoken.
    

    
      “Huh? Why’re you looking at me like that…?”
    

    
      “You’re saying that when the enemy’s right in front of us? Are you suggesting we turn back? What if they escape while we’re gone?”
    

    
      “B-But we don’t know how many enemies are there… And Sir Paxen’s there too.”
    

    
      Her words made everyone’s faces stiffen.
    

    
      The weight of Paxen’s name was undeniable.
    

    
      “I’ll handle him.”
    

    
      Ivan spoke up.
    

    
      “You?”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      “What about Zad? If he took down Paxen, he’s at least as strong as him.”
    

    
      Silence fell among the group.
    

    
      Two Central Knight-level opponents.
    

    
      And likely more zombies below them, not the ordinary ones they fought in the tenement but vision-using zombies.
    

    
      “…Fine. Let’s come back with the knights.”
    

    
      Karina spoke with difficulty.
    

    
      Her fists clenched, her eyes glaring at the library where Zad was.
    

    
      It was frustrating, but there was no choice.
    

    
      It wasn’t that they hadn’t considered it.
    

    
      Not just Rachel, but everyone here was suppressing their boiling anger, vengeance, and pride, fully aware this was a losing battle.
    

    
      “Let’s do that.”
    

    
      “Yeah, now that I think about it, rushing in emotionally seems dangerous.”
    

    
      “Phew. Alright.”
    

    
      With Ivan’s final word, they turned to leave.
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      And froze.
    

    
      Dark figures were approaching them.
    

    
      One, two, three, four…
    

    
      The number of figures kept growing until it reached ten.
    

    
      They encircled the group at regular intervals.
    

    
      A perfect encirclement.
    

    
      The problem was who they were.
    

    
      “…That guy.”
    

    
      “What? You know him?”
    

    
      Gwyn nodded.
    

    
      “Bexter. Leader of the Black Lion Mercenaries. An Aura Expert swordsman.”
    

    
      And that was just the beginning.
    

    
      “Zillion…?”
    

    
      “What? That guy’s Lokan.”
    

    
      Zillion was the capital’s defense force’s most renowned fighter, and Lokan was a famous eccentric mage from the Magic Tower.
    

    
      The others were similar.
    

    
      All were prominent figures in their fields.
    

    
      Exactly as feared, they were vision-using zombies, and among them were those who had reached mastery.
    

    
      ‘Even they fell…’
    

    
      And then.
    

    
      [You could enter as you pleased, but leaving won’t be so easy.]
    

    
      A voice came from inside the library.
    

    
      “Zad!?”
    

    
      [I do indeed bear that name.]
    

    
      Two figures emerged from the library.
    

    
      A lanky man in tattered clothes and a sturdy man in a pristine white coat.
    

    
      Their attire made it clear who was Zad and who was Paxen.
    

    
      [Unwelcome guests in my home. Welcome.]
    

    
      “Huh, you really talk?”
    

    
      Bain’s murmur made Zad tilt his head.
    

    
      [Why? Is it strange that I speak?]
    

    
      “You call that speaking!? A corpse talking is obviously weird!”
    

    
      [You’re trapped in stereotypes. How pitiful.]
    

    
      Bain, ignored by a zombie, stood there dumbfounded, mouth agape.
    

    
      [You lot, this place…]
    

    
      Zad fell silent.
    

    
      Something had shot toward his head.
    

    
      It was a sword Rachel had thrown in a surprise attack.
    

    
      Clang──!
    

    
      But it was blocked futilely.
    

    
      By Paxen’s swung sword.
    

    
      “Ah! So close!”
    

    
      Rachel stomped her foot in frustration.
    

    
      All eyes turned to her.
    

    
      “…What? Wasn’t it close?”
    

    
      “What the hell!? Are you insane?”
    

    
      “Huh? Did I do something wrong? I just threw it because if we kill that guy, the other zombies will collapse…”
    

    
      But the deed was done.
    

    
      Zad, staring at the fallen longsword, commanded the zombies.
    

    
      [Trash. Eliminate them.]
    

    
      The zombies charged.
    

    
      “You idiot!”
    

    
      Karina summoned her staff and shouted.
    

    
      “It’s fine. He wasn’t going to let us live anyway. At least we tried a sneak attack.”
    

    
      “Yeah! Thanks, Ivan!”
    

    
      “Tch.”
    

    
      As if in sync, the group closed ranks.
    

    
      Naturally, they formed a formation with the mages in the center, protected by the swordsmen.
    

    
      Ivan, Gwyn, Rachel, and Yuria faced the zombies charging from all directions.
    

    
      Before that, magic flew.
    

    
      Five fireballs hurled by Lokan, the mage zombie.
    

    
      But they were.
    

    
      [Dance of Flames]
    

    
      Completely absorbed by the flames Karina conjured.
    

    
      “Take this!”
    

    
      A red inferno engulfed the sky.
    

    
      A rain of fire poured down.
    

    
      With that, the six cadets and ten zombies clashed.
    

    
      “Haa!”
    

    
      In front of Ivan was Bexter.
    

    
      The Black Lion Mercenaries’ leader, an Expert mid-tier swordsman.
    

    
      He was the strongest zombie here.
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      But Ivan didn’t falter.
    

    
      Instead, something hot surged within him, and his hands and feet felt faster.
    

    
      A familiar sensation.
    

    
      ‘Like when I fought the Swamp Orcs.’
    

    
      Back then, Ivan had slaughtered Swamp Orcs with astonishing skill, overpowering even their stronger variants.
    

    
      Now it was no different.
    

    
      Groar?
    

    
      Like water, calm at first but boiling as the temperature rose.
    

    
      The aura in his body bubbled, then exploded.
    

    
      Boom! Bang! Boom! Bang!
    

    
      His blood-pumping heart surged with tremendous force.
    

    
      Though he seemed outmatched in the first clash, by the fifth, Ivan was holding his own against Bexter, and after that, he began to push him back slightly.
    

    
      If other zombies hadn’t interfered, Bexter might have fallen to Ivan.
    

    
      ‘Tch!’
    

    
      Ivan furrowed his brow.
    

    
      Another zombie joined, making it three.
    

    
      His hands and feet moved frantically.
    

    
      His eyes spun, unable to think about which sword techniques to use in the fight’s speed and timing.
    

    
      His body reacted instinctively.
    

    
      The result of relentless training.
    

    
      Fortunately, the formation meant he faced a maximum of three zombies.
    

    
      Gwyn, Yuria, and Rachel were holding their own against their zombies, and Karina and Bain relentlessly attacked the zombies.
    

    
      Yuria’s performance was especially dazzling.
    

    
      Crack!
    

    
      A swirling cold slowed the zombies’ movements.
    

    
      This slowing effect helped Gwyn and Rachel nearby.
    

    
      And Rachel’s performance was unexpectedly impressive.
    

    
      “Got you, idiots!”
    

    
      ‘…Rachel. You were hiding your true skill.’
    

    
      Seeing even Rachel, whom he worried about most, perform admirably, Ivan burned with unyielding resolve.
    

    
      But it was a matter of time.
    

    
      Unlike the zombies with endless stamina, the cadets didn’t have that luxury.
    

    
      Exhausted from the pursuit without proper sleep, their energy drained quickly, and the looming presence of Paxen and Zad, still watching from afar, was undeniable.
    

    
      It was an unfair fight from the start.
    

    
      After five minutes, cracks appeared.
    

    
      Gwyn, who had been holding strong, fell to one knee.
    

    
      “Ugh.”
    

    
      “Gwyn!”
    

    
      Bain quickly raised his staff to block a zombie’s attack, but it was only once.
    

    
      The next attack could only be watched.
    

    
      “…Ah.”
    

    
      The zombies’ swords swung down toward the two.
    

    
      The cadets, including Ivan, abandoned their own opponents and lunged toward them.
    

    
      But their bodies were agonizingly slow, and time was cruelly fast.
    

    
      “No…!”
    

    
      Just as the zombies’ swords were about to tear them apart.
    

    
      ──Swoosh!
    

    
      A man swooped in like a hawk, knocking away their swords and even severing their heads.
    

    
      “Mysterious Swordsman?”
    

    
      The familiar déjà vu made Bain mutter unconsciously.
    

    
      Unfazed, the swordsman, Clatter, devoured the zombies’ thoughts.
    

    
      Standing tall, he turned his head forward.
    

    
      At the end of his gaze, a figure at the library entrance stared down at Clatter.
    

    
      Zad.
    

    
      […]
    

    
      Clatter raised a finger toward him.
    

    
      Twitch, twitch.
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      “Frey University?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      I nodded at Guartes, chuckling inwardly.
    

    
      ‘A zombie with a campus romance fantasy? What’s next?’
    

    
      It was absurd, but I let it slide.
    

    
      He was going to die anyway.
    

    
      Trying to understand him would only give me a headache.
    

    
      “Please kill the one hiding there.”
    

    
      “Kill him?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “So, is that a request?”
    

    
      “Yes. A request.”
    

    
      I hesitated.
    

    
      Honestly, I wanted to take it.
    

    
      I needed the money.
    

    
      But… unfortunately, Zad’s death had nothing to do with the Academy’s ducal contract.
    

    
      No matter how broke I was, a contract was a contract.
    

    
      I was about to refuse.
    

    
      [Do it.]
    

    
      A gloomy voice came from behind.
    

    
      An old man’s voice, unfamiliar.
    

    
      Yet, why did it feel familiar?
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      I turned to see a crystal orb.
    

    
      “Bishop Cristiano.”
    

    
      [It’s me. Been a while, hasn’t it?]
    

    
      “…Indeed.”
    

    
      I nodded.
    

    
      Bishop Cristiano.
    

    
      This was an unexpected development.
    

    
      [I’ve heard the gist of it. You’ve got a lot of complaints about our cult.]
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      [As you know, we’ve had friction with the Darkness Council. It’s mostly sorted now, and it’ll be fully resolved in a few days. So, no need to worry about that.]
    

    
      “Hm. Understood.”
    

    
      [Always so straightforward. Anyway, back to the point. I want to entrust you with a request. I’d like you to deal with that zombie named Zad.]
    

    
      “Is this a personal favor, separate from the long-term contract?”
    

    
      [Exactly. A request from me, Bishop Cristiano, to Shadow. I swear it won’t interfere with the long-term contract.]
    

    
      I stroked my chin.
    

    
      If the contract’s guarantor vouched like that, I couldn’t complain.
    

    
      But I was curious about something.
    

    
      “Why kill Zad? If used well, he could be a great weapon for the cult.”
    

    
      Honestly, I thought Cristiano would choose to exploit him.
    

    
      He was the most cunning person I knew.
    

    
      If Zad could be manipulated, he’d be a terrifying bioweapon with devastating power.
    

    
      His ability to think independently was his greatest asset.
    

    
      Plus, the money invested in him was a waste.
    

    
      ‘Not my money, of course.’
    

    
      Even to a third party like me, killing him seemed like a shame.
    

    
      But Cristiano was cool about it.
    

    
      [Simple. I like control.]
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      [If it can’t be controlled, it’s got to go. Right?]
    

    
      I didn’t answer.
    

    
      His words grated on my nerves.
    

    
      Was I being oversensitive?
    

    
      [Anyway, that’s my request. Talk to Guartes for the rest. I trust you’ll handle it well. See you next time.]
    

    
      The crystal orb’s light faded.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      I recalled my conversation with Bishop Cristiano.
    

    
      ‘If it can’t be controlled, it’s got to go. Right?’
    

    
      A loaded question.
    

    
      It felt like a warning aimed at me, or maybe suspicion.
    

    
      Cristiano never trusted anyone to begin with.
    

    
      ‘It’s weird. Why say it out loud?’
    

    
      It was like he was saying, ‘I’m watching you, so be careful.’
    

    
      ‘Did Rachel say something?’
    

    
      I immediately shook my head.
    

    
      No way she would.
    

    
      ‘Whatever. I’ll deal with that later. Focus on what’s in front of me.’
    

    
      I was heading to Lunatic.
    

    
      I wanted to go straight to Frey University, where Zad was hiding.
    

    
      But I needed preparation.
    

    
      ‘Numbers always win.’
    

    
      Even if Zad lost most of his zombies, he’d likely kept some strong ones.
    

    
      Plus, Paxen.
    

    
      Going in alone was too risky.
    

    
      So, I arrived at Lunatic.
    

    
      “Hey, Master.”
    

    
      “What’s up, Boss? Back again? You’ve been coming a lot lately.”
    

    
      I saw two guys drinking.
    

    
      I strode over and smacked Dayle’s head.
    

    
      “Ow! Why’d you hit me!?”
    

    
      “What? You don’t like me coming often?”
    

    
      “When did I say that? I’m happy, happy!”
    

    
      “Then smile when you say it next time.”
    

    
      Ignoring Dayle’s pouting, I continued.
    

    
      “Good timing. I had something to discuss.”
    

    
      I told them everything that had happened.
    

    
      “You know about Zad, right? I mentioned him before.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “This zombie outbreak. He caused it.”
    

    
      I explained how Clatter left me and how we reunited by chance.
    

    
      And what I saw at the hotel—Clatter’s desperate wish.
    

    
      “Then Clatter must show up where Zad is.”
    

    
      “Yeah. He might already be there.”
    

    
      “What do we do?”
    

    
      “Obviously, help Clatter fulfill his wish.”
    

    
      I didn’t know if catching Zad would satisfy Clatter.
    

    
      But since Zad was the trigger that sparked Clatter’s desire, I figured dealing with him might resolve Clatter’s regrets and thirst.
    

    
      “So, this request is for Clatter to handle?”
    

    
      “That’s right.”
    

    
      “But what if he vanishes?”
    

    
      Luis and I both looked at Dayle.
    

    
      “I mean, let’s say Clatter takes down Zad with our help. But if he uses that Thought Devouring thing too much, he could disappear, right? Why aren’t you thinking about that?”
    

    
      “That’s…”
    

    
      I trailed off, then sighed and spoke firmly.
    

    
      “We respect Clatter’s choice.”
    

    
      That was my conclusion after much thought.
    

    
      “You think I’m not worried? But I’m choosing to trust him. That’s the best I can do as his ally.”
    

    
      “Trust is the best, huh.”
    

    
      Dayle scratched his chin and grinned.
    

    
      “Shadow’s my home after all. I love it.”
    

    
      “We need to prepare.”
    

    
      I nodded.
    

    
      “No telling what kind of fight’s coming. So, brace yourselves. Disguise properly too.”
    

    
      “Don’t worry.”
    

    
      Luis wasn’t the concern.
    

    
      Dayle was.
    

    
      “Heh. This vibe. This air. This thrill. It’s like when we took down Narsi. Come to think of it, this is only the second time the whole guild’s gone out together, right?”
    

    
      Dayle mumbled like a maniac.
    

    
      I shook my head and asked Luis.
    

    
      “How long for the disguises?”
    

    
      “Just masks, and we can go now. But for full disguises with face masks, at least 30 minutes.”
    

    
      Thirty minutes.
    

    
      Longer than I thought.
    

    
      “Can’t it be faster?”
    

    
      “With two people… If you’re in a rush, just use masks.”
    

    
      I shook my head.
    

    
      “No way. A mask that’s not a thief gadget like a skull mask would break with a single sword swing. If our identities get exposed, that’s the worst loss.”
    

    
      Clatter wasn’t the only one after Zad.
    

    
      I was looking for him before I met Guartes.
    

    
      The Academy Investigation Team was too.
    

    
      I was especially worried about the communication ring I gave Karina.
    

    
      If she used it to track Paxen, they might beat Clatter to Frey University.
    

    
      ‘If I’d known Paxen was dead before coming to the Academy, I’d never have given her that ring.’
    

    
      For these reasons, fragile masks were out of the question.
    

    
      Especially for Dayle.
    

    
      If his odd-colored eyes got exposed and made it into Royal Dream, it’d spark a war with the Beltus Cult.
    

    
      “Then there’s no choice…”
    

    
      That’s when.
    

    
      “Hey! How about this? Use my invention!”
    

    
      “Invention? You finished it? Finally?”
    

    
      “Heh. Yup.”
    

    
      Dayle rubbed his hands.
    

    
      “I told you it’d blow your mind.Finished it yesterday! It’ll solve this problem.”
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      “Well…”
    

    
      As Dayle explained, my eyes began to sparkle with excitement.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Leaving Lunatic, I headed straight for Frey University.
    

    
      The moonlight, shrouded by clouds, cast an eerie glow.
    

    
      The ominous vibe unsettled me.
    

    
      When I arrived at Frey University, the first thing I felt was a powerful mana wave shaking the air.
    

    
      A red sky blazed in the distance.
    

    
      ‘…Karina?’
    

    
      I ran toward it without thinking.
    

    
      Passing buildings and a field, I arrived.
    

    
      As expected, the Academy Investigation Team and zombies were clashing in front of the library.
    

    
      My bad feeling was spot-on.
    

    
      And.
    

    
      ‘That’s Clatter?’
    

    
      Somehow, Clatter was fighting zombies alongside the cadets.
    

    
      ‘Did he follow them?’
    

    
      Given he came to the hotel to see me, it was likely.
    

    
      Even amidst the chaos, Clatter was dominating, moving like a madman. 
    

    
      Three headless corpses already lay around him, with another joining them.
    

    
      Thud!
    

    
      Then it happened.
    

    
      Paxen, who’d been still, moved.
    

    
      Boom.
    

    
      In one leap, Paxen reached Clatter and swung his sword.
    

    
      A fierce Aura Sword gleamed on his blade.
    

    
      Clatter raised his dagger with full Sagi, but.
    

    
      Crack!
    

    
      He fell to his knees.
    

    
      Creak…
    

    
      If Bain hadn’t cast magic, he’d have been in trouble.
    

    
      [Frost Storm]
    

    
      Paxen’s body froze rapidly, and he quickly escaped the spell’s range.
    

    
      “You okay?”
    

    
      Bain supported Clatter.
    

    
      Clatter glanced at her.
    

    
      His gaze had been fixed on one thing from the start.
    

    
      Zad.
    

    
      [Clatter.]
    

    
      So I sent a Whisper.
    

    
      [Run.]
    

    
      Clatter kicked off the ground at full speed.
    

    
      “Hey! Swordsman!”
    

    
      Roar!
    

    
      Paxen swung his sword to block Clatter, but it didn’t reach.
    

    
      I jumped in between them.
    

    
      Drawing Raven’s sword, I blocked Paxen’s greatsword.
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      Clatter leaped over us in a single bound.
    

    
      In that brief moment, our eyes met, and I nodded again.
    

    
      “Go.”
    

    
      I saw a spark ignite in Clatter’s eyes.
    

    
      Whoosh!
    

    
      Clatter crashed into Zad.
    

    
      [Khehe. Yes. I’ve been waiting for you.]
    

    
      Zad’s laughter echoed across the yard.
    

    
      The fateful match was finally happening, and all I could do was believe.
    

    
      In Clatter’s victory and overcoming his limits.
    

    
      ‘But first, I’ve got to take this guy down.’
    

    
      I turned to Paxen, our swords locked.
    

    
      Growl…
    

    
      He was damn strong.
    

    
      Just blocking his sword felt like holding a boulder.
    

    
      But I’d taken down Narsi.
    

    
      ‘I’ve grown a lot since then.’
    

    
      It wasn’t just Clatter vs. Zad I was looking forward to.
    

    
      This was my own curiosity.
    

    
      The Central Knights were the empire’s finest swords.
    

    
      If I fought one properly, who would win?
    

    
      I poured all my mana into my sword.
    

    
      Mana layered over mana, and the Mana Sword around my blade burned brighter.
    

    
      Zing──
    

    
      Enough to push back Paxen’s Aura Sword.
    

    
      ──!
    

    
      I shoved Paxen back.
    

    
      Quickly, I drew a spell.
    

    
      [Lightning Slash]
    

    
      A bolt of lightning pierced Paxen’s body.
    

    
      But he was a zombie.
    

    
      I knew this wouldn’t faze him.
    

    
      It was just to buy time.
    

    
      I slung Raven on my back and threw daggers.
    

    
      Using the timing of Dagger Arts and [Telekinesis] to twist their paths.
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      Paxen blocked them all.
    

    
      Five daggers scattered in all directions.
    

    
      My domain was complete.
    

    
      [Dagger Shift]
    

    
      Suddenly, I saw Paxen’s profile from the front.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Soon, all the zombies were down.
    

    
      Thanks to Clatter, who took them out as soon as he appeared.
    

    
      With his help, the cadets defeated the zombies, and Ivan and Gwyn finished by cutting Bexter’s neck.
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      But their faces held not joy of victory, but shock.
    

    
      The cadets stared at the battle before them, mouths agape.
    

    
      It was another world.
    

    
      Swish!
    

    
      One side was a brutal fight, filled with raw killing intent.
    

    
      The other was a dance of shadow, darkness, and light.
    

    
      Paxen’s relentless tormentor moved too fast for the eyes to follow.
    

    
      “…Is that even possible?”
    

    
      Exactly ten flashes.
    

    
      Paxen’s movements faltered, and a sword gleamed in the gap.
    

    
      A red line appeared on Paxen’s neck as he swung.
    

    
      Thud.
    

    
      His head rolled and stopped, expressionless.
    

    
      Paxen’s body swung a few more times before collapsing forward.
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      A heavy silence enveloped the scene.
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      Countless shadows engulfed Paxen.
    

    
      And then vanished.
    

    
      Thud.
    

    
      Paxen’s head was severed.
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      That’s how it looked to the cadets.
    

    
      So, no one spoke.
    

    
      They stared at Gerard, swallowing hard.
    

    
      No one knew where his blood-dripping sword would point next.
    

    
      ‘He killed Paxen, but it could turn on us.’
    

    
      Especially Karina, knowing their unpredictable nature, was on high alert.
    

    
      “Don’t let your guard down. We don’t know when he’ll attack.”
    

    
      At her words, the others nodded.
    

    
      Only Rachel, at the back, gazed at Gerard casually.
    

    
      ‘…My eyes weren’t wrong. Amazing.’
    

    
      Then Bain stepped forward.
    

    
      “You… are you our enemy? You seem to know that swordsman…”
    

    
      Bain pointed at Clatter, clashing with Zad.
    

    
      It was everyone’s question.
    

    
      They’d clearly seen Gerard help Clatter by blocking Paxen.
    

    
      “He’s my ally.”
    

    
      Gerard’s brief words shocked them again.
    

    
      ‘The Mysterious Swordsman is a thief!’
    

    
      I, Karina, gaped.
    

    
      ‘That kind of swordsman is in Shadow?’
    

    
      No, it made sense.
    

    
      Shadow’s prowess had been renowned for a decade.
    

    
      ‘Then Shadow killed Narsi and exposed his crimes…’
    

    
      Why?
    

    
      As my mind swirled, Ivan stepped forward, sword raised.
    

    
      I quickly grabbed him.
    

    
      “What are you doing, Ivan!”
    

    
      “Catching thieves.”
    

    
      “Ugh.”
    

    
      I clutched my throbbing head.
    

    
      Right.
    

    
      Whatever the case, the Shadow master before us was my target for revenge, a clear ‘enemy.’
    

    
      This chance might never come again.
    

    
      ‘His strength is formidable…’
    

    
      But we were still in fighting shape.
    

    
      A six-to-one battle.
    

    
      I checked Gwyn’s condition, injured earlier.
    

    
      “Gwyn, can you do this?”
    

    
      “Of course. I could go all day.”
    

    
      “Fool.”
    

    
      But despite my words, my face brightened.
    

    
      ‘Right. We’ve got a shot at this.’
    

    
      As the cadets reignited their resolve,
    

    
      Gerard frowned.
    

    
      ‘Even after showing that gap, they still want to fight.’
    

    
      I’d done it on purpose.
    

    
      To scare them off.
    

    
      To make them sit and watch Zad and Clatter fight.
    

    
      ‘But they act like they’ve got extra lives.’
    

    
      Was it because they were protagonists?
    

    
      Heroes of Frey was a game, so there was a protagonist buff.
    

    
      But that didn’t mean extra lives.
    

    
      ‘This is a hassle.’
    

    
      I couldn’t kill them.
    

    
      Beating them to near-death was the best option, but there were too many.
    

    
      [You gonna attack me too?]
    

    
      Rachel flinched as she prepared to strike.
    

    
      Then her eyes crinkled.
    

    
      [For now? I’ve gotta at least pretend, so I don’t look suspicious. Heh.]
    

    
      [I’ll kill you if you try.]
    

    
      Rachel suddenly collapsed to her knees.
    

    
      “Ugh!”
    

    
      “What’s wrong with her?”
    

    
      “My… stomach hurts… I got hit earlier, and now…”
    

    
      “Ugh, what an idiot.”
    

    
      I genuinely felt sorry.
    

    
      I called her an idiot, but fighting together, I’d seen Rachel’s true skill.
    

    
      She was more useful than Gwyn right now, a key asset.
    

    
      To go out so lamely was a shame.
    

    
      “No matter. We’re enough.”
    

    
      As Ivan moved to attack me first,
    

    
      Rumble!
    

    
      The ground shook.
    

    
      All eyes turned to it.
    

    
      Three warhorses charged across the dark campus.
    

    
      ‘…Central Knights?’
    

    
      Seeing them, I frowned.
    

    
      ‘This is insane.’
    

    
      Did they hear the battle while passing by?
    

    
      Or maybe the city guard reported it.
    

    
      Karina’s flames were visible at night, so it wasn’t surprising someone intervened.
    

    
      But…
    

    
      ‘Three Central Knights is too much.’
    

    
      An unexpected variable.
    

    
      The knights dismounted and approached Ivan to assess the situation.
    

    
      “Greetings. I’m Ivan, 890th class cadet.”
    

    
      “I’m Karina Zain, 890th class.”
    

    
      “Gwyn Gaiard.”
    

    
      “Ah, you’re the Academy Investigation Team…”
    

    
      The knight paused.
    

    
      His eyes locked on Paxen’s rolling head.
    

    
      His expression hardened coldly.
    

    
      “…Explain what happened. Quickly and concisely.”
    

    
      Two knights drew swords, encircling not just me but Zad and Clatter, still fighting.
    

    
      ‘Hm.’
    

    
      Sensing the tension, Zad and Clatter paused, scanning the surroundings.
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      A calm before the storm enveloped them.
    

    
      Three Central Knights.
    

    
      Even I couldn’t block them all.
    

    
      But I wasn’t planning to run.
    

    
      Clatter was fighting for his wish.
    

    
      Watching it through was my duty as his ally and master.
    

    
      I recalled all my daggers with [Telekinesis], preparing for the coming fight.
    

    
      “Thief.”
    

    
      A knight stood before me.
    

    
      A silver brooch gleamed on his shoulder.
    

    
      He was a squad leader, like Paxen.
    

    
      ‘So, an Expert upper-tier.’
    

    
      I quickly gauged his strength.
    

    
      “I’ve heard everything. Don’t resist; submit to arrest.”
    

    
      I smirked.
    

    
      “Your words don’t add up. Have you heard the story? Yet you demand I surrender? I gave your zombie comrade an honorable death. And this is your thanks?”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “The Central Knights have a strange way of showing gratitude.”
    

    
      A flash of killing intent crossed the leader’s face.
    

    
      He gripped his sword.
    

    
      “We’ll hear your story at headquarters. Resist, and it’s immediate execution.”
    

    
      The other two knights took the same stance.
    

    
      I stared at them and spoke softly.
    

    
      “You know what?”
    

    
      “…?”
    

    
      “Right now, 30 minutes have passed.”
    

    
      The leader tilted his head.
    

    
      I tossed something into the air.
    

    
      A gleaming gold coin.
    

    
      “…Money?”
    

    
      Someone muttered.
    

    
      But.
    

    
      At my next words, the radiant coin turned blood-red, as if dipped in gore.
    

    
      “Call of the Blood Moon.”
    

    
      A crimson pillar crashed from the sky.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      “Call of the Blood Moon?”
    

    
      “Yup.”
    

    
      “What’s that?”
    

    
      “A kind of multi-spatial leap. Eclipse. This coin-like artifact triggers it.”
    

    
      Dayle continued.
    

    
      “You know about [Call of the Golden Throne].”
    

    
      Of course.
    

    
      [Call of the Golden Throne] was the emperor’s power.
    

    
      It summoned all Imperial Knights to his side, a type of rally spell.
    

    
      “I made it inspired by that. How’s that? Surprised? Shocked?”
    

    
      Yeah.
    

    
      Dayle’s smug grin was annoying, but I was genuinely shocked.
    

    
      ‘Replicating the emperor’s power with an artifact.’
    

    
      I wasn’t someone needing protection like the emperor, so it might seem useless.
    

    
      But in dire situations, it was invaluable.
    

    
      The crimson pillar faded.
    

    
      Two figures emerged, kneeling before me.
    

    
      “We greet the Master.”
    

    
      I nodded at them.
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      And mentally drew a question mark.
    

    
      ‘Which one’s Dayle and which one’s Luis?’
    

    
      They said 30 minutes for disguises, and they were flawless.
    

    
      Both were lanky, so I couldn’t tell.
    

    
      “Oh ho. Got the situation in one glance.”
    

    
      The blonde youth on the right surveyed the area.
    

    
      A One Hand Musket and Arming Sword were in his hands.
    

    
      ‘That’s Dayle.’
    

    
      Then the black-haired youth drew his sword and shouted.
    

    
      “Keke. Nice! Time to have some fun.”
    

    
      He licked his lips.
    

    
      ‘…Is this guy Dayle?’
    

    
      Whatever.
    

    
      What mattered was Shadow was all here.
    

    
      Zad and Clatter had resumed fighting, and I looked down at the Central Knights.
    

    
      “Gonna keep standing there?”
    

    
      The leader shouted.
    

    
      “Execute him.”
    

    
      Three swords rushed at us.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      [Ever heard of Dead Flower?]
    

    
      Clatter stared at Zad.
    

    
      The fight paused with the Central Knights’ arrival.
    

    
      Zad looked at Clatter and continued.
    

    
      [A flower blooming in death.]
    

    
      Dead Flower.
    

    
      Long ago, after wars, a flower was often seen on corpse-strewn fields.
    

    
      A tiny, blood-droplet-like blossom.
    

    
      Once a nameless weed, it was called Dead Flower for thriving on the blood of the dead in battlefields.
    

    
      [But you know? No one knows what a true Dead Flower is.]
    

    
      Now, any flower blooming in battlefields, graves, or cemeteries—any weed in death’s domain—was called Dead Flower.
    

    
      [Just a rootless weed.]
    

    
      Zad’s voice carried bitterness.
    

    
      [I wanted to transcend that.]
    

    
      Zad looked at Clatter.
    

    
      [When I opened my eyes, I was called Number 109. I didn’t know who or what I was. Why I was born or why I lived. My so-called master dissected me, demanding sacrifice for research.]
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      [Then I realized. I’m an undead that shouldn’t exist, born unnaturally. From then, I decided to leave my mark on this world.]
    

    
      Clatter charged again.
    

    
      Zad blocked with his claws.
    

    
      His elongated nails moved like twin swords, pressuring Clatter.
    

    
      [I created what humans call the zombie outbreak. To leave my name. To transcend being an undead and be recognized as a species.]
    

    
      So Zad sought strong bodies.
    

    
      If he mixed them with his power, he could create a new species beyond undead.
    

    
      He’d be the origin of that species.
    

    
      [But I soon realized I was wrong. I killed a human. A body stronger than any I’d seen, but it cost a tremendous sacrifice.]
    

    
      Zad pointed to his neck.
    

    
      A deep gash was visible.
    

    
      Paxen’s mark.
    

    
      [I was glad to control him, but despair followed. I had to abandon dozens of other bodies to do it. That’s when I saw my limits.]
    

    
      No matter how he struggled, he couldn’t surpass humans.
    

    
      [We’re just human byproducts. I’m no different. Born in death, tainted by human desire, an incomplete being. No matter how I struggle, I’m just a weed.]
    

    
      Zad’s claws and Clatter’s sword clashed fiercely.
    

    
      Sparks flew, and a crack formed in Zad’s claws.
    

    
      [But you’re different.]
    

    
      Zad’s claws shattered.
    

    
      Clatter’s dagger pierced his shoulder, slicing down, severing his arm.
    

    
      [I’ve watched you. Destroying my bodies, consuming their thoughts, growing.]
    

    
      Clatter’s fist struck Zad’s chest.
    

    
      Boom!
    

    
      Zad’s chest caved in, and he stumbled back.
    

    
      But he lunged at Clatter again.
    

    
      [You kept getting stronger. As if you had no limits. Death is infinite and eternal. Seeing you, I thought of death, and now I’m certain.]
    

    
      Crack, Zad’s femur snapped in half.
    

    
      His body tilted.
    

    
      Clatter kicked his other leg off.
    

    
      [You’re not a weed. A true Dead Flower.]
    

    
      Thud.
    

    
      Zad collapsed, legless, but Clatter held him up.
    

    
      Two corpses faced each other.
    

    
      Looking into Clatter’s empty eyes, Zad spoke calmly.
    

    
      [Eat me.]
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      [Devour me. Make this power I’ve gathered yours.]
    

    
      Then.
    

    
      A grim voice came from Clatter’s bandaged mouth.
    

    
      [Names. Weeds. Dead Flowers. Death. Leaving a mark on the world… I don’t care.]
    

    
      For the first time, emotion flickered on Zad’s face, always impassive since awakening.
    

    
      Eyes wide with shock.
    

    
      [I never planned to fulfill your dream.]
    

    
      Zad laughed.
    

    
      [Doesn’t matter. It’s already done.]
    

    
      His vision shook side to side.
    

    
      The weight below lightened.
    

    
      A thud, and his sight plunged into darkness.
    

    
      ‘I’m fertilizer. For you.’
    

    
      Zad’s consciousness faded.
    

    
      Clatter stared at Zad’s head, all that remained.
    

    
      His closed eyes looked oddly relieved.
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      Then.
    

    
      Clatter saw thoughts seeping from the severed head.
    

    
      Thick, sticky thoughts.
    

    
      Far denser than any he’d absorbed.
    

    
      Clatter turned.
    

    
      He saw three allies fighting for him.
    

    
      ──Click!
    

    
      Without hesitation, Clatter reached for it.
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      “Crk.”
    

    
      Fortunately, the knight captain in front of me was weaker than Paxen.
    

    
      As expected, there was a significant gap in skill even among the Central Knights.
    

    
      Well, that was only natural.
    

    
      Even at the Academy, the cadets’ levels varied greatly.
    

    
      Since the Central Knights were where they went after graduation, not everyone could be equally strong.
    

    
      ‘If you average out all the knight orders, the strongest ones are the Northern and Western Knights.’
    

    
      Thanks to that, I had some breathing room.
    

    
      I glanced around.
    

    
      Dayle and Luis were holding their own in their fights.
    

    
      “Hat! Hut! Hah!”
    

    
      …No.
    

    
      To be honest, Dayle wasn’t so much fighting as he was using [Dark Sprint] and [Ghost Step] to escape.
    

    
      ‘Still, he’s holding up well.’
    

    
      The important thing was to hold out.
    

    
      Just until Clatter took down Zad.
    

    
      But as if waiting for that moment, the Academy kids moved to interfere with us.
    

    
      “Attack!”
    

    
      “Haaap!”
    

    
      As if they’d held a strategy meeting, all the kids except the supposedly injured. 
    

    
      Rachel split up and charged at us.
    

    
      Coming for me were Ivan and Yuria.
    

    
      ‘Damn it. Even you, Yuria…!’
    

    
      This put me in a tough spot.
    

    
      Both Ivan and Yuria were people I couldn’t fight seriously.
    

    
      To hold out, I had no choice but to kill this knight captain.
    

    
      ‘…Damn it. No other way, huh.’
    

    
      I wanted to avoid sacrifices on the Empire’s side to prevent a bad ending.
    

    
      But in this situation, I had no options.
    

    
      After all, my life was important.
    

    
      Just before Ivan and Yuria reached me, I put strength into my sword to take down the knight captain.
    

    
      “Krgh!”
    

    
      His eyes widened at my sudden aggressive shift.
    

    
      At the very least, I had to disable him from the battlefield, so I aimed to take an arm or a leg.
    

    
      ‘Now!’
    

    
      That was when it happened.
    

    
      “Everyone, stoooop──!”
    

    
      Dayle’s voice echoed thunderously through the space.
    

    
      “…!”
    

    
      All eyes turned to him.
    

    
      Dayle had retreated backward.
    

    
      The knight chasing him had his legs frozen solid, clearly hit by Dayle’s surprise Frost Bullet.
    

    
      “If you don’t want to die, look at my hand.”
    

    
      And in Dayle’s hand, now free from combat──,
    

    
      “….”
    

    
      …was Azester’s Small Calamity.
    

    
      No, it was a magical beast egg disguised as Azester’s Small Calamity.
    

    
      “You know what this is, right?”
    

    
      Karina and Bain quickly realized its nature.
    

    
      “A, Azester’s Calamity!?”
    

    
      “Valkron Azester…! Nobody moves!”
    

    
      I magnified it with Focused Gaze.
    

    
      The number was 10.
    

    
      Luckily, number 10 was a lost number.
    

    
      ‘He’s not dumb enough to make the same mistake twice.’
    

    
      No wonder he asked which of Azester’s Small Calamities had an unknown origin—he was planning this.
    

    
      ‘But… it seems to be working?’
    

    
      Perhaps sensing something ominous from Karina and Bain’s expressions.
    

    
      The cadets charging at us stopped, and so did the Central Knights.
    

    
      “Azester’s Calamity… you mean the mana bomb created by Valkron Azester?”
    

    
      At the Central Knight’s question, Karina looked at him.
    

    
      From the way her lips moved, she seemed to be explaining with Magic and her expression hardened.
    

    
      “Krhm.”
    

    
      Swallowing a groan, cold sweat beaded on his forehead.
    

    
      This was working perfectly.
    

    
      “Azester’s Small Calamity. If this goes off, not only this area but the entire Frey Academy campus will vanish from Icata.”
    

    
      “B-But then you won’t survive either!”
    

    
      “Damn it. Isn’t it all or nothing anyway? If we get caught by you, we’ll be locked up in Gidmog until we die, burned at the stake, or hanged. Better to blow ourselves up together, right? Huh?”
    

    
      Shivering as if high on some drug, Dayle grinned like a madman.
    

    
      He looked like he’d detonate the bomb with the slightest poke.
    

    
      “Back off.”
    

    
      “….”
    

    
      “I said back off! All of you!”
    

    
      “Listen! Get back!”
    

    
      The Central Knights slowly retreated.
    

    
      All but one. 
    

    
      Ivan stood unmoving.
    

    
      Seeing that, Karina shouted.
    

    
      “Ivaaan! Listen! You want your stubbornness to kill innocent civilians too?”
    

    
      “….”
    

    
      “If that thing goes off, half of Icata might be gone—!"
    

    
      Finally, at Karina’s desperate yell, Ivan stepped back.
    

    
      Innocent victims.
    

    
      That phrase hit hard.
    

    
      Ivan might lose his reason in rage against villains and magical beasts, but his core nature was absolute good.
    

    
      The root of Ivan’s anger and hatred was his unwillingness to see powerless victims suffer.
    

    
      “Ehehe. Good.”
    

    
      Dayle laughed creepily.
    

    
      Watching him, I barely held back a laugh.
    

    
      ‘Crazy bastard. His acting’s insane.’
    

    
      I sent a Whisper to Luis.
    

    
      [Luis. Back.]
    

    
      Luis nodded.
    

    
      We both retreated behind Dayle.
    

    
      That was when it happened.
    

    
      Tack──!
    

    
      A sound came from behind.
    

    
      I turned around.
    

    
      Clatter, holding Zad’s head, was absorbing his thoughts.
    

    
      Kwa-kwa-kwa-kwa!
    

    
      No.
    

    
      It wasn’t absorption.
    

    
      A massive torrent of thoughts was pouring into Clatter’s body like a waterfall.
    

    
      Tremble!
    

    
      Was it the overwhelming volume of thoughts reaching a limit?
    

    
      Clatter’s body bent like a bow and began trembling violently.
    

    
      “What’s that?”
    

    
      “S-Sir…!?”
    

    
      “That looks dangerous.”
    

    
      We were just as shocked.
    

    
      “…M-Magello-sama.”
    

    
      Luis muttered, dazed.
    

    
      “Damn it. What the hell’s going on!?”
    

    
      Dayle was panicking.
    

    
      And I.
    

    
      ‘What do I do?’
    

    
      I hesitated.
    

    
      Cold sweat dripped from my clenched fist.
    

    
      Something was wrong.
    

    
      I wanted to shoot Magic at that mass of thoughts right away.
    

    
      But.
    

    
      ‘Is that really the way for Clatter?’
    

    
      Was it what Clatter would want?
    

    
      “Master.”
    

    
      Luis called me.
    

    
      “Don’t move! You bastards!”
    

    
      “What are you scheming!?”
    

    
      “I don’t know! You idiots!”
    

    
      “That energy—it’s the energy of death, isn’t it!? Stop it, it’s dangerous!”
    

    
      “I said I don’t know!”
    

    
      Dayle blocked the knights.
    

    
      A tense, explosive situation.
    

    
      That was when it happened.
    

    
      Crack! Crack!
    

    
      With the sound of a walnut breaking, Clatter’s body began to compress.
    

    
      Everyone’s jaws dropped at the astonishing sight.
    

    
      Immediately after.
    

    
      Paaang──!
    

    
      A powerful shockwave spread out from Clatter.
    

    
      I shielded my face with my collar and noticed something sparkling as it fell to the ground.
    

    
      My body lunged toward it.
    

    
      “Hey! You idiot!”
    

    
      Dayle shouted.
    

    
      Ivan was running too.
    

    
      Toward me.
    

    
      “Dayle!”
    

    
      “Screw it! Everyone just die!”
    

    
      Dayle threw the Calamity he was holding.
    

    
      It landed where Karina, Bain, and Yuria stood.
    

    
      Ivan, who had been charging at me, had no choice but to turn and reach for the Calamity.
    

    
      Splat.
    

    
      He was doused in the bright yellow liquid that burst from the cracked shell.
    

    
      “….”
    

    
      It took him a while to process the situation.
    

    
      Ivan stared blankly at the yolk on his face and hands.
    

    
      At that moment, me, Dayle, and Luis.
    

    
      Rip!
    

    
      Tore a scroll and escaped the scene.
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      “Phew. I thought I was gonna die!”
    

    
      As soon as we arrived at Lunatic, Dayle tore off his Face Mask and let out the tension he’d been holding in.
    

    
      “What the hell was that guy at the end!? Was he crazy to die or what?”
    

    
      I didn’t answer.
    

    
      Dayle didn’t seem to expect one either, taking a deep breath and approaching me.
    

    
      Luis approached me too.
    

    
      And cautiously asked.
    

    
      “…What happened to Clatter-sama?”
    

    
      I opened my hand.
    

    
      There, a black bead the size of a baby’s palm lay.
    

    
      “W-What’s that?”
    

    
      I shook my head.
    

    
      “I don’t know. It was lying where Clatter broke apart. I picked it up.”
    

    
      “Ah…”
    

    
      With an incomprehensible sigh, Lunatic fell into a heavy silence for a while.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      A week had passed since the zombie incident ended.
    

    
      The Empire, centered around the Capital Defense Force, had reorganized the capital, hunting down and killing all the remaining zombies.
    

    
      By the third day, the zombies were completely gone, and the chaotic Empire was regaining its normalcy.
    

    
      A bright weekend.
    

    
      Normally, I would’ve grabbed my sword and headed to the training hall, but not today.
    

    
      After finishing my dawn routine as soon as I woke up, I hurriedly got ready.
    

    
      I washed up, put on a crisp white shirt, and tied a tie.
    

    
      Over it, I threw on a tailored jacket.
    

    
      Humming a tune, I opened the window, and the bright weather greeted me.
    

    
      Before heading out, I grabbed my Longsword without hesitation.
    

    
      In front of the Male Dormitory’s main gate.
    

    
      Yuria, sitting on a bench, stood up and waved.
    

    
      I ran to her.
    

    
      “Did you wait long?”
    

    
      “No. I just got here too.”
    

    
      She looked at my waist and smiled brightly.
    

    
      “You brought it?”
    

    
      “You too.”
    

    
      “Yeah. After what happened last time, I made up my mind. No matter what, I’ll always carry my sword.”
    

    
      I smiled and said.
    

    
      Good habit.
    

    
      With that, we boarded a carriage headed for Icata.
    

    
      Last time, we went downtown, but this time, we went straight to our destination.
    

    
      Palton Workshop.
    

    
      Even after several days, traces of past scars remained on the walls here and there.
    

    
      [Close]
    

    
      “Looks like they haven’t finished cleaning up.”
    

    
      “Yeah. The door’s closed.”
    

    
      “What should we do? Should we try somewhere else?”
    

    
      “Hm.”
    

    
      “Why? Don’t other workshops have what you’re looking for, Senior?”
    

    
      “It’s not that.”
    

    
      While answering, I lightly knocked on the door.
    

    
      Knock knock.
    

    
      “Senior?”
    

    
      Yuria looked at me curiously.
    

    
      Creak.
    

    
      The door opened.
    

    
      A familiar face stepped out.
    

    
      It was Hans.
    

    
      “Oh? You were inside?”
    

    
      Yuria asked, surprised.
    

    
      “Hello, Miss Yuria. And.”
    

    
      Hans smiled at me.
    

    
      “Remarkable young man.”
    

    
      Hm.
    

    
      “Come inside.”
    

    
      As if he’d known we were coming, his welcoming attitude made Yuria tilt her head.
    

    
      Inside, it was just Hans and his son.
    

    
      We were the only customers.
    

    
      The tidy interior exuded a quiet calm and peace.
    

    
      The faint smell of lacquer wafted into my nose.
    

    
      “Look around.”
    

    
      “Is that okay?”
    

    
      “Of course.”
    

    
      At Yuria’s question, Hans smiled kindly.
    

    
      “Pick something you like and bring it over.”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “A gift. For our benefactors.”
    

    
      Yuria looked at me.
    

    
      I gave her a small smile.
    

    
      In fact, I visited Palton Workshop yesterday.
    

    
      To check if the Subspace Ring for Yuria had arrived.
    

    
      The door was closed then, but as I was about to leave, I ran into Hans’s son by chance.
    

    
      ‘And I got a promise.’
    

    
      A promise to gift us the artifact we wanted.
    

    
      Plus, everything we buy here from now on would be at cost price.
    

    
      With that, we picked our items.
    

    
      When we brought them to the counter, Hans and his son burst into laughter at the same time.
    

    
      “Keh keh keh!”
    

    
      “Kik kik!”
    

    
      Embarrassing.
    

    
      I glanced at Yuria, whose gaze was fixed elsewhere, but her cheeks, visible between her hair and ears, were flushed red.
    

    
      Subspace Ring.
    

    
      We’d both picked the same thing.
    

    
      And they were sized for each other’s fingers.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      I visited the Sewer District after a long time.
    

    
      The waterways, once littered with zombie corpses, had returned to their former state.
    

    
      Still filthy, still smelly.
    

    
      ‘Not much different from when zombies were lying around.’
    

    
      When I reached the lab, Guartes, who was working on something, greeted me.
    

    
      “Oh. You’ve come, Master?”
    

    
      He stood up quickly and guided me to a seat.
    

    
      Ever since I freed him from confinement at the hotel, his attitude toward me had become far more respectful.
    

    
      He looked at me with constant reverence, almost to the point of being overwhelming.
    

    
      ‘Honestly, I thought he’d die by the Cult’s hands.’
    

    
      According to Luis, this zombie incident had actually caused significant damage to the Empire, which ironically improved Guartes’s standing within the Cult.
    

    
      They say a lucky guy catches a rat even when stumbling backward, and he’s exactly that.
    

    
      ‘Damn lucky bastard.’
    

    
      From what I saw, Guartes was an incredibly lucky guy.
    

    
      I was jealous.
    

    
      My damn body went through every kind of unfair crap in the world.
    

    
      ‘Why’s this smelly guy so lucky?’
    

    
      For a brief moment, I wondered what it would’ve been like if I’d possessed Guartes’s body instead of Gerard’s.
    

    
      What would a parallel-world Guartes, possessed by me, look like?
    

    
      “What brings you here?”
    

    
      Guartes asked then.
    

    
      Instead of answering, I pulled an item from my pocket.
    

    
      “Do you know what this is?”
    

    
      It was the black bead that had appeared where Clatter broke apart.
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      “What’s this?”
    

    
      Guartes peered at the grape-like object and then looked back at me.
    

    
      “It came from Clatter. Well, more like I’m guessing it did.”
    

    
      I told Guartes about what happened at the Academy.
    

    
      The duel between Zad and Clatter.
    

    
      And how Clatter, having won, absorbed Zad’s thoughts.
    

    
      “So that’s how it turned out.”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      “Ah. Now that I think about it, I remember reading something in Royal Dream. They said the Mysterious Swordsman shattered into pieces right before their eyes. So that was Clatter. You're familiar, Master?”
    

    
      “That’s right. But the Mysterious Swordsman isn’t Clatter.”
    

    
      It’s me.
    

    
      “The Mysterious Swordsman is just speculative gossip made up by Royal Dream reporters.”
    

    
      “Well, it's true. There’s no way Master’s familiar could kill Narsi-sama.”
    

    
      “He doesn’t even have the skill for that.”
    

    
      Guartes nodded in agreement.
    

    
      “Anyway, that’s why I came to ask. You’re the only Necromancer I know.”
    

    
      “I’m honored by your trust, but this is my first time seeing something like this.”
    

    
      “Is Clatter really gone?”
    

    
      Guartes stroked his chin, lost in thought.
    

    
      After a long pause, he spoke.
    

    
      “It doesn’t seem like it. Judging by the amount of 
      Sagi
       condensed in this, it looks like the skeleton’s physical body couldn’t withstand it and broke apart, but the familiar’s thoughts are still inside.”
    

    
      It was the same answer Dayle, Luis, and I had expected.
    

    
      Through Dayle’s Evil Eye, we had already examined the bead, and Dayle had given the same hopeful response as Guartes.
    

    
      “The problem is the bead’s true nature…”
    

    
      Guartes examined it from every angle, tilting his head.
    

    
      “…It feels like I’ve seen it somewhere.”
    

    
      I quickly asked.
    

    
      “What? Really?”
    

    
      “Ah. I’m not certain, but as I was explaining, a memory flashed through my mind. Black bead, condensed 
      Sagi
      , and the body’s destruction. These three keywords feel familiar.”
    

    
      “….”
    

    
      “Something I saw when making the Elixir of Death… Ah!”
    

    
      That was when it happened.
    

    
      As if something clicked, Guartes jumped up and rummaged through a bookshelf tucked away in the corner of the lab.
    

    
      “What did you remember?”
    

    
      “My apologies, but please excuse me for a moment!”
    

    
      Guartes kept digging through the bookshelf.
    

    
      If he figured it out, he could be excused a hundred, a thousand times over.
    

    
      I waited as he frantically pulled out books and flipped through pages.
    

    
      Soon,
    

    
      “This is it!”
    

    
      Guartes pulled out a black-covered book and spread it open on the table.
    

    
      “Necrobead.”
    

    
      There, alongside the name Necrobead, was a black bead with a detailed description written out.
    

    
      “As expected.”
    

    
      Guartes nodded as he read the contents.
    

    
      “…What’s that?”
    

    
      “As expected. This is a Necrobead.”
    

    
      I’m not an idiot; I already knew that much.
    

    
      “So? What kind of object is it?”
    

    
      “To put it simply, think of it as an egg.”
    

    
      “…An egg?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      An egg.
    

    
      I don’t know why Dayle and Azester’s Small Calamity suddenly came to mind.
    

    
      Anyway, I listened closely to Guartes’s explanation.
    

    
      “This book is an undead encyclopedia, listing all the ranks and types of undead from ancient times. It’s not just about undead but also their origins and the histories of related figures, making it a rare tome that rivals history books or biographies.”
    

    
      I looked at the book with newfound respect.
    

    
      If what he said was true, its value was beyond imagination.
    

    
      “According to this book, 700 years ago, a Necromancer first discovered the Necrobead. His name was Bone Heartjack. A legendary figure among Necromancers.”
    

    
      I knew the name Bone Heartjack.
    

    
      How could I not? 
    

    
      He’s one of the final bosses in 
      Heroes of Frey
      , the Archpontiff of the Death Council, and his techniques bear his name.
    

    
      No way I could forget that.
    

    
      “Bone Heartjack had a peculiar fondness for creating and using skeletons. One day, his main companion, a King Skeleton, transformed into this Necrobead form.”
    

    
      “…And then? What happened next?”
    

    
      “It revived. As a Bone Dragon.”
    

    
      My jaw dropped.
    

    
      ‘…What?’
    

    
      When you’re too shocked, no sound comes out.
    

    
      That was my state exactly.
    

    
      Lucky for me, I was wearing a skull mask, or Guartes might have reconsidered his respect and loyalty if he saw my expression.
    

    
      That’s how shocked I was.
    

    
      “Is that true?”
    

    
      “Yes. It’s written in this tome.”
    

    
      Guartes held out the book as if to say, “See for yourself,” and turned to the next page.
    

    
      After the Necrobead, there was an illustration of a massive bone dragon.
    

    
      And below it, the name.
    

    
      ‘Antakagon.’
    

    
      Bone Dragon Antakagon.
    

    
      A named magical beast and the worst field boss in 
      Heroes of Frey
      .
    

    
      Honestly, in my personal opinion, I’d dare say it’s the strongest.
    

    
      ‘Damn it. Antakagon. Why’s this guy showing up here?’
    

    
      No.
    

    
      Should I be happy about this?
    

    
      I looked at the Necrobead in my trembling hand and asked.
    

    
      “I heard Antakagon still exists.”
    

    
      “You even know that? As expected of Shadow’s intelligence network.”
    

    
      “How is Antakagon still alive? Is Bone Heartjack alive too? As a lich?”
    

    
      Guartes laughed.
    

    
      “Haha. No, that’s not it. Bone Heartjack is dead.”
    

    
      “Then? Did Antakagon kill him?”
    

    
      “That’s not it either.”
    

    
      Good to know.
    

    
      “Antakagon was passed down to the next successor. Necromancy is typically handed down from master to disciple, and so are familiars. But Antakagon was different.”
    

    
      “A special entity, huh?”
    

    
      “…Yes. Like Zad.”
    

    
      And like Clatter.
    

    
      Unique individuals with independent will.
    

    
      “Antakagon wouldn’t acknowledge anyone but Bone Heartjack as its master. So it left. It’s a famous anecdote among us Necromancers.”
    

    
      I see.
    

    
      I swallowed a groan and looked at the Necrobead with mixed feelings.
    

    
      ‘A Bone Dragon, huh.’
    

    
      If such a powerful entity is born, that’s great for me.
    

    
      It’d be one of the strongest forces.
    

    
      But that’s only if it acknowledges me as an ally.
    

    
      If not, I might be creating a calamity like Antakagon with my own hands.
    

    
      And.
    

    
      ‘There’s no telling if Magello’s will is still inside it.’
    

    
      I don’t know.
    

    
      “Thanks.”
    

    
      “I’m the one who’s grateful. If you need anything else, please let me know.”
    

    
      “Alright.”
    

    
      I left the Sewer District.
    

    
      ‘I'm waiting for the answer.’
    

    
      I stored the Necrobead in a small box and placed it in Subspace.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Time passed quickly.
    

    
      The midterm evaluation period arrived.
    

    
      Early in the morning, I met with Luis to receive a report.
    

    
      [Tomorrow’s the midterm evaluation. Are you prepared for the exam?]
    

    
      I shook my head.
    

    
      [Why prepare? A true exam is about your usual skills.]
    

    
      [You’re brimming with confidence.]
    

    
      [Of course.]
    

    
      Truthfully, there was nothing to prepare.
    

    
      Unlike other years, which take three days, the first-year midterm evaluation lasts four days.
    

    
      Two days for written exams, and the remaining two for a practical exam called ‘Crown Snatch.’
    

    
      The written exams, where memorization matters, are where preparation would be needed, but I already had a rough idea of what questions would come up.
    

    
      With past exam questions in my head, how could I not be confident?
    

    
      [By the way, what’s Dayle up to?]
    

    
      [He spends most of his day in the basement.]
    

    
      [Oh, really? Making something again?]
    

    
      I asked with anticipation.
    

    
      [No. He’s been training.]
    

    
      [Training?]
    

    
      [Yes.]
    

    
      After the battle with the Central Knights, Dayle must have realized his shortcomings, as he’d been focusing on training.
    

    
      [He should make more artifacts. Tsk.]
    

    
      [Getting stronger isn’t a bad thing.]
    

    
      I chuckled.
    

    
      [Annoying, huh?]
    

    
      No doubt Luis was his sparring partner.
    

    
      But Luis shook his head.
    

    
      [No. As I said, Dayle getting stronger is good for us. And there’s a certain satisfaction in teaching.]
    

    
      Despite their bickering, Luis’s words carried affection for Dayle.
    

    
      A far cry from when he’d curse Dayle’s conman face and glare at him coldly.
    

    
      [I’m not going easy on him since he asked me to be tough, and he’s got a good feel for it.]
    

    
      Now that I think about it, maybe it wasn’t affection for Dayle but something else.
    

    
      [So. Any requests?]
    

    
      At my question, a rustling sound came, and something poked out from the gap in the bench.
    

    
      A sealed envelope.
    

    
      [This is the request from the client.]
    

    
      I tucked it into my pocket, and Luis continued in a businesslike tone via Whisper.
    

    
      [The client’s request is to infiltrate Dark Clerics of the Darkness Council into the exam site, the Mountain of Trials, where the ‘Survival Game’ takes place. Their goal is to eliminate targets, and the targets are first-year cadets.]
    

    
      I nodded casually.
    

    
      As Bishop Cristiano said, the two factions seemed to have agreed to temporarily halt their competition for leadership.
    

    
      This request was the result of that agreement.
    

    
      The Darkness Council’s infiltration.
    

    
      It followed the same flow as the main story in the original work.
    

    
      A battle between the Dark Clerics who infiltrate the exam site and the cadets, including Ivan.
    

    
      The culmination is the boss fight that caps Chapter 2.
    

    
      But.
    

    
      [There are twelve people in total: ten clerics, one high cleric, and one unidentified individual.]
    

    
      I interrupted Luis’s Whisper.
    

    
      [Wait. An unidentified individual?]
    

    
      [Yes.]
    

    
      This was different from the original work.
    

    
      [Do you know who the high cleric is?]
    

    
      [I heard it’s a high cleric named Galbart.]
    

    
      [And the unidentified individual?]
    

    
      [That’s unknown. Literally unidentified. We don’t know if they’re part of the Darkness Council or if they’re a high Cleric. I asked the client, but even he didn’t know their identity.]
    

    
      Even Guartes didn’t know.
    

    
      That meant they might not be part of the Cult.
    

    
      ‘An outsider?’
    

    
      The first thing that came to mind was Blood.
    

    
      This villainous contract organization, based in Karagas, had rapidly grown in the absence of Shadow and was a subordinate group of the Darkness Council.
    

    
      Just as Bandarok is under the Death Council, Blood is under the Darkness Council.
    

    
      Yes. If they’re not part of the Cult, it could be one of them.
    

    
      But even then, questions remained.
    

    
      Why now, for this operation?
    

    
      [You said their mission is to eliminate targets, right?]
    

    
      [Correct.]
    

    
      [Do you know the target list?]
    

    
      [Yes. And your concern is correct, Master.]
    

    
      As expected.
    

    
      That list included me, Gerard.
    

    
      The Darkness Council must still carry the painful memory of losing High Cleric Sabo and his group.
    

    
      It makes sense that they’d pull out a hidden card they’d kept under wraps.
    

    
      They’re determined to take me out this time.
    

    
      How strong could they be?
    

    
      “Hm.”
    

    
      …I might need to investigate this myself.
    

    
      If they’re as strong as Galbart.
    

    
      No. If they’re truly a hidden card, they’re likely stronger than him, which means I might have to face two bosses.
    

    
      ‘I need to find out.’
    

    
      Time passed quickly, reaching the midterm evaluation, the main stage of Chapter 2.
    

    
      The written exams went smoothly.
    

    
      As expected, the questions were what I anticipated, and, as predicted, I was the first cadet to finish all the written exams.
    

    
      Another day passed.
    

    
      At dawn, before the Survival Game.
    

    
      Leaving the dormitory, I arrived at the coordinates listed in the request.
    

    
      It was a forest clearing not far from the Mountain of Trials, where the Survival Game would take place.
    

    
      Perhaps due to the rain the previous day, the forest, wrapped in thick fog, carried a heavier, gloomier atmosphere than usual.
    

    
      Silent air,but I felt eyes watching me.
    

    
      “Your hospitality toward a guest is rather impolite.”
    

    
      I said, filled with displeasure.
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      At that moment, a shadow dropped from above.
    

    
      It landed without a sound, without a ripple.
    

    
      Though masked, I immediately recognized his identity.
    

    
      High Cleric, Galbart.
    

    
      One of the top two assassins among the Darkness Council’s high Clerics, and the subordinate most trusted and favored by Bishop Lutus.
    

    
      “Shadow’s Master?”
    

    
      The voice, like nails scraping iron, made my brow furrow involuntarily.
    

    
      “I wasn’t informed anyone else would be coming here.”
    

    
      “That’s not it, but we don’t know your face or name.”
    

    
      “So you’re saying I should prove myself here? You’ll find out naturally when you see me in action later.”
    

    
      Galbart shook his head.
    

    
      “I don’t like loose ends.”
    

    
      At the same time, another shadow dropped behind Galbart.
    

    
      A silent landing, just like Galbart’s. 
    

    
      Then, the figure gracefully raised their upper body and, upon seeing me, curved their eyes into a smile.
    

    
      “Long time no see?”
    

    
      It was Rachel.
    

    
      “You said there’s a way to verify his identity?”
    

    
      “Of course. We’ve worked together on a few operations, after all.”
    

    
      “Check if it’s him.”
    

    
      “Got it.”
    

    
      Rachel approached me and suddenly brought her face close to mine.
    

    
      It was as if she was trying to peer through my mask.
    

    
      Her nose nearly touched my mask, but she stopped just short.
    

    
      She alternated looking into my eyes, and a grin spread across her lips.
    

    
      “Still as stoic as ever, huh?”
    

    
      Then, out of nowhere, she took off her mask and held it out to me.
    

    
      “What’s this?”
    

    
      I didn’t know what she was up to, but I answered what I saw.
    

    
      “A mask.”
    

    
      Rachel’s brow furrowed.
    

    
      “Who doesn’t know that?”
    

    
      That’s what I wanted to say.
    

    
      It’s obviously a mask, so why ask?
    

    
      “Look closely. Don’t you remember this?”
    

    
      Only then did I grasp the true meaning of her question.
    

    
      She wasn’t asking about the mask itself but about the story tied to it, something only we shared.
    

    
      That was the mask I gave her during the Ged rescue operation.
    

    
      She should’ve just asked clearly from the start.
    

    
      “You still kept that?”
    

    
      Rachel’s face finally brightened.
    

    
      “Why would I throw it away?”
    

    
      “It’s something I used. Isn’t it dirty?”
    

    
      “You don’t get it? That’s the point.”
    

    
      Exuding charm, Rachel revealed her peculiar taste, twirling her body and waving her arms.
    

    
      “This is the guy.”
    

    
      At that, the Clerics who had been hiding began to appear in the clearing one by one.
    

    
      Exactly eleven of them.
    

    
      Among them was the unidentified hidden card.
    

    
      I scrutinized their faces, but honestly, it was hard to tell who the hidden card was.
    

    
      Not surprising, since they were all masked, dressed in black night gear, with Black Swords at their waists.
    

    
      They all looked like Darkness Council Cleric editions.
    

    
      Damn it. 
    

    
      It seemed impossible to identify him by appearance.
    

    
      “Are you the one in charge of this operation?”
    

    
      “Galbart.”
    

    
      “Alright, Galbart. I heard there’s someone not affiliated with the Cult in this operation. Who is he?”
    

    
      Galbart tilted his head to one side.
    

    
      I turned my head in that direction.
    

    
      My eyes met the gaze of the one watching me.
    

    
      At that moment, I noticed a difference I couldn’t discern from appearance alone.
    

    
      Every person has a unique aura and presence.
    

    
      Unlike the Dark Clerics, who seemed like sharp blades, this man felt like a heavy boulder. 
    

    
      While the Dark Clerics stood in disciplined formation, he seemed oddly isolated.
    

    
      And he was strong.
    

    
      Just meeting his eyes made the hairs on my skin stand on end.
    

    
      “Do you know his name?”
    

    
      Galbart tilted his head.
    

    
      “Why are you curious?”
    

    
      “Pure curiosity. Call it an occupational hazard. Knowing the details of the team helps with the operation.”
    

    
      Seeming to find my answer plausible, Galbart nodded.
    

    
      “I don’t know much about him either.”
    

    
      What kind of nonsense is that?
    

    
      “You’re the operation leader, and you don’t even know the names of your team?”
    

    
      “It’s true.”
    

    
      Is he doing this on purpose?
    

    
      It’s like some kind of power play.
    

    
      The Darkness Council’s dislike for me is something even Guartes’s zombies would know.
    

    
      They had no choice but to entrust me with this request due to the faction agreement, but they clearly weren’t happy about it.
    

    
      But.
    

    
      “….”
    

    
      It didn’t look like he was lying.
    

    
      There was a brief but unmistakable contempt in Galbart’s glance toward the man.
    

    
      There must have been some conflict on the way here.
    

    
      Now that I looked, the other Clerics were all keeping their distance from the man.
    

    
      Unlike how closely they stood together, they stayed far from him.
    

    
      ‘No choice, then.’
    

    
      I approached the man to ask directly.
    

    
      “What’s your name?”
    

    
      The response was something else.
    

    
      “Take off that stupid mask first. Then I’ll think about answering.”
    

    
      “….”
    

    
      For a moment, I was speechless, dumbfounded.
    

    
      “This is Shadow’s Master and Shadow has a tradition of not revealing their identities.”
    

    
      It was Rachel.
    

    
      She spoke up on my behalf, having approached unnoticed.
    

    
      But.
    

    
      “What’s that got to do with me?”
    

    
      “Why wouldn’t it matter? We respect their rules so they’ll help with our work…”
    

    
      “Ugh, enough. Should I just rip it off here? The more I look, the dumber it seems.”
    

    
      As he rubbed his chin, seriously considering it, I understood why Galbart looked at him with contempt.
    

    
      This guy had a rotten personality.
    

    
      “What do I do? It’s so stupid, my fist just wants to fly. Should I close my eyes? No, why should I? Just rip it off. Yeah, let’s do it. Heh heh.”
    

    
      But what can I do?
    

    
      I’m no different when it comes to a rotten personality.
    

    
      “Rip it off.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Don’t just talk. Rip it off.”
    

    
      The air around us went silent in an instant.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      The guy’s expression was a sight to see.
    

    
      At first, he tilted his head slightly, as if he misheard. 
    

    
      Then, he looked into my eyes with a strange expression, checking if I was serious.
    

    
      Once he confirmed I meant it,“Puhahaha!”
    

    
      He burst into laughter.
    

    
      “What? Rip it off? Are you serious?”
    

    
      “What else? You said you were thinking about it. Too much thinking gives you bad dreams.”
    

    
      “Hoo.”
    

    
      He strode toward me.
    

    
      Galbart moved to block him, but I grabbed his shoulder instead.
    

    
      Galbart’s already cold expression filled with displeasure.
    

    
      “Pointless conflict. The night is short.”
    

    
      Not pointless at all.
    

    
      Officially, I’m here to help with your operation, but my real goal is to gather info on this guy.
    

    
      This is part of that.
    

    
      To gauge his skill level, I didn’t ignore his provocation but instead egged him on.
    

    
      So I tightened my grip on Galbart’s shoulder.
    

    
      Surprisingly, Galbart backed off easily.
    

    
      I smirked.
    

    
      This guy was pretending to stop it, but he was curious about my face too.
    

    
      Sneaky bastard, despite how he looks.
    

    
      Well, no surprise. 
    

    
      That’s how all Cult guys are.
    

    
      As Galbart stepped back, the man’s face suddenly appeared right in front of me.
    

    
      Though masked, I could feel his excited, heavy breathing.
    

    
      He was enjoying this.
    

    
      “Let me be clear, I only thought about it. You’re the one who said to rip it off.”
    

    
      “Scared now? Worried about trouble later?”
    

    
      “Worried you’ll backtrack later.”
    

    
      He licked his lips and looked around.
    

    
      Galbart had already pulled all the Clerics back.
    

    
      Whether intentional or not, the Clerics surrounding the clearing formed a wall, creating an impromptu arena.
    

    
      Either caught up in the moment or just a betting maniac, he set an unnecessary condition.
    

    
      “Alright, let’s heat things up. If I can’t rip off that skull mask in five tries, I’ll tell you my name.”
    

    
      Five tries were too few to gauge his skill.
    

    
      “Let’s make it ten.”
    

    
      “Crazy bastard. I wonder how long that confidence will last!”
    

    
      The attack came suddenly, without any preparatory motion.
    

    
      The first was barehanded. 
    

    
      Planning to ramp up the difficulty? He didn’t draw his Black Sword, instead thrusting his spread fingers at me.
    

    
      I dodged with a light Backstep. 
    

    
      But as if he expected it, his arm stretched out, following my face like a snake’s head.
    

    
      Then it gradually fell behind.
    

    
      His body couldn’t keep up with my dodging speed.
    

    
      “As expected of the thief boss, pretty fast! But!”
    

    
      A sharp whistle of air came from below. 
    

    
      Faster than before, I spun my body backward before my eyes could confirm it. 
    

    
      Something sharp grazed past me by a hair’s breadth.
    

    
      That was the second.
    

    
      The third was a downward strike from above, and only then did I realize what the sharp object that cut through the air was.
    

    
      A leg.
    

    
      More precisely, a foot.
    

    
      The seamless transition from a surprise upward kick to a downward strike was fluid like water. 
    

    
      For someone with little combat experience or poor dynamic vision, it was an ambush they’d fall to without any defense.
    

    
      The problem was, his opponent was me.
    

    
      “That’s it… Huh?”
    

    
      His eyes widened as he shouted confidently.
    

    
      “It’s what?”
    

    
      “You. When did you get there…”
    

    
      “What? Too fast to see? Want me to slow down?”
    

    
      His expression hardened.
    

    
      His aura shifted.
    

    
      “Don’t blame me if something breaks.”
    

    
      “You’ve been talking too much. By the way, seven tries left.”
    

    
      He charged again.
    

    
      Whether he was drawing up an aura or using an artifact, his form seemed to stretch and shrink momentarily.
    

    
      That’s when I confirmed his Vision.
    

    
      Not swordsmanship.
    

    
      Martial Art.
    

    
      The Black Sword at his waist was just for show.
    

    
      Pabat!
    

    
      But whether he used an aura or an artifact, he couldn’t touch a single thread of my clothes.
    

    
      The agility gap was too wide.
    

    
      Unless he was bishop-level, no matter who he was, his detailed stats affected by agility—movement, flexibility, body control, dynamic vision—were all below mine.
    

    
      Honestly, I thought I could even take on Bishop Lutus of the Darkness Council now.
    

    
      In the end, he blew all his chances.
    

    
      But his attacks showed no sign of stopping.
    

    
      They continued.
    

    
      Past ten, then eleven. 
    

    
      When his attacks exceeded thirteen, unease rippled through the surroundings.
    

    
      “Stop!”
    

    
      Galbart shouted, but the guy seemed to hear nothing.
    

    
      His breathing grew rough with excitement. 
    

    
      His eyes, glinting with madness, tracked only my movements.
    

    
      Yeah. 
    

    
      This guy had turned into a complete battle maniac.
    

    
      Literally.
    

    
      The kind of guy who goes wild once a fight starts. 
    

    
      A combat addict, that’s him.
    

    
      A martial artist tied to the Darkness Council with an antisocial personality.
    

    
      Who was someone like that?
    

    
      My thoughts were shattered by a fist coming at me.
    

    
      I quickly twisted my shoulder to dodge.
    

    
      But an inexplicable sense of danger washed over me.
    

    
      This was different from before.
    

    
      The rough airflow from his fist felt alien compared to earlier.
    

    
      For the first time, I used [Ghost Step].
    

    
      It was an instinctive decision, and it paid off. 
    

    
      An intangible force sliced through the space along the fist’s path.
    

    
      Shwaaak!
    

    
      The thought that my forehead would’ve been split along with my mask if I’d been a moment slower filled me not with fear but with cold anger.
    

    
      My hand moved to my back in an instant.
    

    
      Raven, emerging from the darkness, let out a sword cry.
    

    
      Kiiing──
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      But I had to stop my hand before swinging Raven.
    

    
      Because the Black Swords of Galbart and the Dark Clerics were already aimed tightly at the guy’s body.
    

    
      “That’s enough. Move any further, and we’ll cut you down.”
    

    
      The guy, glaring at Galbart, smirked and raised both hands.
    

    
      “Ehehe. Got carried away with the fun. My bad, my bad.”
    

    
      “….”
    

    
      “I’m serious, give me a break.”
    

    
      When Galbart lowered his sword, the other Clerics sheathed theirs as well.
    

    
      And so, the situation ended somewhat anticlimactically.
    

    
      “Hey, thief. Not bad, huh? I lost. Completely. But, you know, I heard you’re supposed to be terrible at fighting despite being quick on your feet. Doesn’t seem like it, though?”
    

    
      He whispered as he passed by me.
    

    
      His eyes were fixed on Raven.
    

    
      “Your movements, the way you draw your sword. Are you hiding your true skills?”
    

    
      “When you’re a thief, you end up dealing with all sorts of dirty situations.”
    

    
      “Oh, like today?”
    

    
      Instead of answering, I stared at him.
    

    
      At that, he took off his mask and grinned.
    

    
      “I’m Madre.”
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      We headed to the operation site.
    

    
      Their request was to help them infiltrate the exam site for the Survival Game happening tomorrow.
    

    
      The exam site was the Mountain of Trials, not far from the Academy, and it was currently surrounded by two layers of security.
    

    
      The first layer was a perimeter of guard posts.
    

    
      A fence inscribed with alarm arrays and guard posts stationed at regular intervals completely encircled the Mountain of Trials.
    

    
      The second layer was a large-scale barrier array, activated only during special periods like the midterm evaluation.
    

    
      The large-scale barrier array was a massive shield that completely isolated the interior from the exterior, strong as steel and capable of absorbing aura and mana, making it nearly impossible to break with sword strikes or Magic.
    

    
      After breaching these two security measures, the final task was to install a Beast Pouch inside the ‘Safety Zone’ within the Mountain of Trials.
    

    
      That was the request the Cult made of me.
    

    
      And now, far ahead, the lights of the first checkpoint, the guard post, were twinkling.
    

    
      Lowering my stance and hiding in the bushes, Galbart looked at me and asked.
    

    
      “It’s time to show your skills. If there’s anything we need to watch out for, tell us now.”
    

    
      At that, all the Clerics’ eyes turned to me.
    

    
      Things to watch out for, huh.
    

    
      “Just stay quiet.”
    

    
      After summoning Sylph, I moved toward the guard post without waiting for a response.
    

    
      In truth, I could’ve just climbed over the fence instead of dealing with the guard post. 
    

    
      But there were two risks involved.
    

    
      Namely, the alarm arrays and the abilities of the Dark Clerics.
    

    
      Judging by Galbart and Rachel’s movements, those two could probably scale the fence without triggering it.
    

    
      But I wasn’t sure about the others. 
    

    
      Even if they claimed they could, I didn’t trust them.
    

    
      So I chose a more certain method, and that was this.
    

    
      Sleeping powder.
    

    
      Sylph, carrying a leather pouch filled with sleeping powder in its beak, flew straight toward the airspace above the guard post. 
    

    
      With my increased mental strength from leveling up, the days of giving verbal commands were long gone.
    

    
      Chirrup!
    

    
      Sylph, having completed its task, flew back, and I approached the guard post to check inside. The guards were completely knocked out.
    

    
      I raised my fist and waved it, signaling Galbart and the Clerics to cautiously pass through the post. 
    

    
      To ensure no traces were left, I checked one last time before passing through myself.
    

    
      “The problem comes next.”
    

    
      Galbart approached me.
    

    
      “According to prior information, that barrier is impenetrable. A barrier that neither Aura Sword nor Magic can break.”
    

    
      It wasn’t entirely impervious.
    

    
      If you hit a single point with damage exceeding its threshold, even a large-scale barrier array would break.
    

    
      The problem was that no one in the Cult present could produce that level of damage.
    

    
      You’d need at least a bishop-level figure, but they wouldn’t come all the way here just to break a barrier.
    

    
      “You must have some special trick up your sleeve.”
    

    
      I didn’t know about tricks.
    

    
      But I did have a person and an artifact.
    

    
      The person was Dayle, and the artifact was a dagger.
    

    
      The day Dayle awakened the true eyes of Evil Eye, he succeeded in enhancing my dagger, granting it a special ability.
    

    
      And that special ability was [Barrier Nullification].
    

    
      Since there was no need to share that secret with them, I gripped the dagger inside my palm using only my thumb.
    

    
      Then, I lightly stabbed a point in the barrier, and with a crackle! A faint resistance accompanied red sparks at my fingertips.
    

    
      The resistance lasted only a moment.
    

    
      The dagger slid through smoothly, creating a gap in the barrier, and with a wide swing of my arm, the tear widened enough for a person to pass through.
    

    
      “Go in.”
    

    
      Galbart turned to me at the sudden appearance of an entrance.
    

    
      For the first time, a deep admiration shone in his eyes as he looked at me.
    

    
      “How did you do it? It looked like you cut the barrier with your bare hands… Is this a Shadow Vision?”
    

    
      “It’s a secret.”
    

    
      Since asking about Visions in detail was considered rude, Galbart didn’t press further.
    

    
      That’s when it happened.
    

    
      “…Impressive.”
    

    
      It was Madre.
    

    
      The martial artist seemed quite interested in my bare-handed barrier-cutting, staring at my hand for a while.
    

    
      Yes, Madre.
    

    
      He definitely introduced himself as Madre.
    

    
      I racked my brain the moment I heard it.
    

    
      But that name didn’t exist anywhere in my memory.
    

    
      There were two possible explanations.
    

    
      Either I didn’t know it because it wasn’t covered in the main story of the original work, or the name Madre itself was a lie.
    

    
      All I knew about him was that he had a prickly personality, didn’t get along with the Clerics, was crazy about fighting, and was a martial artist who used Martial Art.
    

    
      Oh, and one more thing.
    

    
      He used a unique Vision that released an intangible force after an attack.
    

    
      Solid information gained through direct experience, but it was still insufficient to deduce Madre’s identity or gauge his strength.
    

    
      “…Hrm.”
    

    
      All that remained was to enter the ‘Safety Zone’ and install the Beast Pouch.
    

    
      It was a quick task, so I could consider my chance to gather more info on him effectively gone.
    

    
      I’d have to settle for this much, whether I liked it or not.
    

    
      It’d be a lie to say I wasn’t disappointed.
    

    
      More information would’ve allowed me to prepare more thoroughly and perfectly for the upcoming boss fight.
    

    
      A perfect plan guarantees victory, so the lack of it was frustrating.
    

    
      The variable was still Madre.
    

    
      If he was bishop-level strong, this could lead to a pretty fatal outcome.
    

    
      The Vision that released an intangible force at the end was unsettling too.
    

    
      ‘If we’d fought a bit longer, I could’ve figured out his true strength.’
    

    
      Just before heading to the final task, the ‘Safety Zone,’ during a brief rest.
    

    
      An unbelievable scene caught my eye.
    

    
      In a corner of the clearing, Madre was talking to someone.
    

    
      His eyes were crinkled, so was this guy… smiling?
    

    
      ‘Seems like it.’
    

    
      Madre, who I thought was an outcast, was talking to someone, and smiling at that?
    

    
      I got curious about his conversation partner.
    

    
      I immediately looked toward the other person.
    

    
      But from where I stood, they were obscured by a tree, out of sight.
    

    
      Damn it.
    

    
      Who was it?
    

    
      Galbart? 
    

    
      No, I saw him on the opposite side, giving orders to the Clerics. 
    

    
      So it had to be one of the Clerics.
    

    
      And as my thoughts reached that point.
    

    
      I suddenly recalled one Dark Cleric who hadn’t been visible even once while we passed through the two checkpoints.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      “….”
    

    
      What the hell.
    

    
      They knew each other?
    

    
      Indeed, the Dark Cleric emerging from the tree’s shadow with Madre was Rachel.
    

    
      They kept talking, and judging by Rachel’s characteristic low laughter, they seemed quite close.
    

    
      It was genuinely unexpected.
    

    
      How did they know each other?
    

    
      ‘I thought nobody knew him since even Galbart didn’t.’
    

    
      What’s more puzzling was that neither Galbart nor the other Clerics found this odd.
    

    
      They seemed to think it was natural.
    

    
      Come to think of it, when Galbart and the other Clerics drew their swords to stop Madre after our bet, Rachel didn’t.
    

    
      “Let’s get moving.”
    

    
      Galbart approached, urging us to proceed with the operation.
    

    
      The final task was to infiltrate the ‘Safety Zone,’ the exam site’s safe area and control tower, and install the Beast Pouches.
    

    
      He held three Beast Pouches in his hand.
    

    
      “The goal is chaos and paralysis. We need to disable the Safety Zone’s facilities and keep the professors tied up.”
    

    
      I took the Beast Pouches he handed me.
    

    
      “Can I make one request?”
    

    
      “A request?”
    

    
      “I’d like one more person for this task.”
    

    
      A hint of confusion flickered in Galbart’s eyes.
    

    
      It must’ve seemed strange since I’d handled all the tasks alone so far.
    

    
      “Is there a reason?”
    

    
      “A precaution. I need someone to take the fall in case something goes wrong.”
    

    
      At my chillingly cold words, Galbart’s brow furrowed sharply.
    

    
      Unlike other factions, the Darkness Council had strong camaraderie.
    

    
      Sure, there were psychopaths like Cave or Sabo, but even they had some sense of loyalty to their comrades.
    

    
      And here I was, blatantly treating his subordinate like a tool.
    

    
      No way he’d be happy about that.
    

    
      But after hearing my next words, he agreed readily.
    

    
      “Rachel.”
    

    
      “Rachel?”
    

    
      “I’ve worked with her a few times.”
    

    
      “Fine.”
    

    
      Galbart called Rachel over immediately.
    

    
      She came and flashed me a smile.
    

    
      “You wanted to go with me, huh?”
    

    
      “….”
    

    
      “What? Planning something?”
    

    
      Ignoring her as she covered her chest with both arms, I started walking.
    

    
      “…No fun.”
    

    
      I heard Rachel following behind.
    

    
      The Safety Zone.
    

    
      Far ahead, a pillar of light stretched above the tree-lined horizon—that was the ‘Safety Zone.’
    

    
      There was no conversation between us.
    

    
      Surprisingly, Rachel followed me quietly, maintaining silence until we reached the operation site.
    

    
      When I glanced at her, she had a thoughtful expression but smiled brightly when she caught my eye.
    

    
      I looked forward to it again.
    

    
      I was waiting for the right moment to ask about Madre.
    

    
      Of course, she might not answer willingly.
    

    
      But I wasn’t particularly worried about that.
    

    
      For some reason, I felt Rachel would answer honestly.
    

    
      It wasn’t baseless confidence.
    

    
      ‘She said she had a request for me, didn’t she?’
    

    
      The assassination of Bishop Lutus.
    

    
      She’d said she needed assurance, but I figured the skills I showed at Frey Academy gave her enough confidence.
    

    
      If so, she wouldn’t hold back on supporting me.
    

    
      Step, step.
    

    
      The Safety Zone task was simpler than expected.
    

    
      Perhaps because they relied so heavily on the guard posts and barrier, there were no guards inside the Safety Zone, and with three days until the Survival Game, no staff were present either.
    

    
      The interior of the building was silent, like it was abandoned. 
    

    
      But it was clean, with no dust, indicating periodic maintenance.
    

    
      “It’s quiet. Like no one’s here.”
    

    
      “Be quiet.”
    

    
      Rachel shut her mouth again.
    

    
      With no need to be cautious, the task went smoothly.
    

    
      I installed the three Beast Pouches in hidden spots and left the Safety Zone the same way I came in.
    

    
      “Done?”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      How far had we gone?
    

    
      Feeling the moment was right, I stopped in my tracks. She bumped into my back with a thud and bounced back.
    

    
      “Ouch. What the hell? Why’d you stop suddenly?”
    

    
      I turned around.
    

    
      As she rubbed her forehead and looked up at me, I asked.
    

    
      “You seemed pretty close with Madre.”
    

    
      “…Out of nowhere?”
    

    
      Her eyes seemed to ask if I stopped and set the mood just for that.
    

    
      A puff of laughter escaped her.
    

    
      “What’s this? Are you jealous?”
    

    
      Rachel’s eyes narrowed.
    

    
      “I thought you were all cold, but you’ve got a cute side? Don’t worry. Me and Madre are definitely not like that. You’re the only one for me.”
    

    
      “What do you know about him?”
    

    
      “…You just completely ignored me. No charm at all, huh.”
    

    
      Pouting and grumbling, Rachel looked around.
    

    
      She sat on a nearby rock, crossed one leg, and asked.
    

    
      “You’re curious about Madre, right?”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      “To answer your first question, we’re not close. But I do know him.”
    

    
      So his name really was Madre.
    

    
      “Tell me everything you know about him.”
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      Rachel tapped her lips, then smiled brightly at me.
    

    
      “Alright. But there’s one condition.”
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      “Honestly, I saw you in a new light.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “You And Shadow.”
    

    
      I understood immediately what she meant.
    

    
      “You’re talking about confirming my skills, right?”
    

    
      “Yeah. Exactly. I was honestly shocked watching you fight the Central Knights. Heh.”
    

    
      Rachel smiled brightly.
    

    
      “Anyway, it made me rethink a lot about you. I knew I picked the right person.”
    

    
      She pulled a cigarette from her pocket and put it in her mouth.
    

    
      As she lit it, her scent wafted through the faint cigarette smoke.
    

    
      A fresh, grassy smell.
    

    
      “Anyway, I can tell you everything about Madre and Galbart. But there’s a condition.”
    

    
      “What’s that?”
    

    
      “Kill them all. Especially Madre, cut off both his arms.”
    

    
      I blinked.
    

    
      “Weren’t you two close?”
    

    
      “I was pretending.”
    

    
      Rachel exhaled smoke and continued.
    

    
      “For revenge.”
    

    
      Revenge.
    

    
      Her words reminded me of what she said before.
    

    
      ‘Lutus. That bastard killed my little sister and… he’s also my foster father.’
    

    
      “Does it have to do with Bishop Lutus?”
    

    
      “Exactly. You’re quick, which makes talking to you fun.”
    

    
      “….”
    

    
      “Madre is my older brother. Well, Lutus’s son. A foster son, like me.”
    

    
      Despite her calm tone, the content was shocking.
    

    
      Madre, Lutus’s foster son.
    

    
      ‘But why does he use Martial Art?’
    

    
      Bishop Lutus was an assassin and a skilled swordsman.
    

    
      His signature sword, the Killing Sword, was the epitome of Swift Sword.
    

    
      ‘Is it because he’s a foster son?’
    

    
      Maybe Lutus supported his son’s choices and dreams, or perhaps he was a completely hands-off parent.
    

    
      Well, it wasn’t important.
    

    
      “So what? Did he bully you when you were kids?”
    

    
      A bitter smile crossed Rachel’s face.
    

    
      “Something like that. Not me, though. He bullied my little sister.”
    

    
      What followed was the hidden backstory of Rachel’s character.
    

    
      Rachel.
    

    
      From the Naimus Orphanage, she had a twin sister.
    

    
      Her name was Reina.
    

    
      They were young and unfortunate but cherished and relied on each other to survive.
    

    
      But one day, Reina was adopted, and they were separated.
    

    
      “I got letters every month. She wrote about living well with her new family, how they adored and treated her well. It was happy but also enviable, but… I was glad. Who wouldn’t be happy knowing their sister was doing well?”
    

    
      Then the letters stopped abruptly.
    

    
      Wondering if something happened, Rachel wrote tirelessly, but no replies came. 
    

    
      Eventually, she set out to find her sister.
    

    
      And the place she arrived at was—
    

    
      “The Cult.”
    

    
      “Exactly. The warm family with a yard full of dogs turned out to be worse than hell, and the father who hugged her with smiles was a cruel assassin.”
    

    
      “Lutus.”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      Rachel stubbed out the cigarette, now just a butt.
    

    
      “Have you heard of Red Mark?”
    

    
      “Red Mark?”
    

    
      At my question, Rachel suddenly unbuckled her belt and lifted her shirt.
    

    
      Caught off guard, I quickly turned my head.
    

    
      Her low laughter rang out.
    

    
      “Heh. It’s fine. You can look.”
    

    
      On Rachel’s waist, her milky white skin bore a red dot, like a branded seal.
    

    
      “Red Mark. They say it’s the mark of the demon Lilith’s seed.”
    

    
      “…!”
    

    
      “I didn’t have this before. It appeared suddenly. They said it was transferred to me, the twin, when my sister died.”
    

    
      “Is that a guess?”
    

    
      Rachel shook her head.
    

    
      “No. I heard it directly from a reliable source, so it’s certain.”
    

    
      “Who?”
    

    
      “Bishop Cristiano.”
    

    
      Her judgment of character was clearly terrible.
    

    
      Calling Bishop Cristiano a reliable source.
    

    
      “Anyway, that’s why I’m asking you to kill Lutus and Madre… he did awful things to my little sister. Oh! I saw it in her diary.”
    

    
      “And yet you act so friendly with him.”
    

    
      “He doesn’t know I know about his past.”
    

    
      Rachel stood up from the rock.
    

    
      “Promise me you’ll kill Madre horribly. Then I’ll tell you everything about him and Galbart.”
    

    
      From my perspective, there was no reason to refuse.
    

    
      I was going to kill him anyway.
    

    
      “Fine.”
    

    
      Rachel handed over everything she knew.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      The day of the decisive battle dawned.
    

    
      The final stage of the first-year midterm evaluation, the Survival Game.
    

    
      “Everyone’s here, right?”
    

    
      Yeees──!
    

    
      “Good. You’re all fired up.”
    

    
      Looking at the cadets lined up in the clearing, Head Supervisor Chaser Idna smiled with satisfaction.
    

    
      Beside him were three other supervising professors, all in charge of the first-year curriculum, including the familiar Professor Ilai. Meeting my gaze, Professor Ilai clenched her fist.
    

    
      ‘Good luck!’
    

    
      I nodded back with a smile.
    

    
      “You’ve all heard about this evaluation, right?”
    

    
      Yeees──!
    

    
      “Just in case anyone doesn’t know, I’ll explain the overall rules. The main goal of this evaluation is to test your survival skills. Your objective is to survive in that mountain for three days, fully utilizing everything you’ve learned and studied. Oh, don’t get too tense. There’s no danger in there that’ll kill you.”
    

    
      Chaser pulled something out.
    

    
      A small accessory. 
    

    
      A blue gem adorned the head, and the tail was a thin pin for attaching to clothing.
    

    
      “This marker is your life from now on. If the gem-like head breaks, you’re considered dead and eliminated from the evaluation. Those deemed dead should head to the Safety Zone over there.”
    

    
      In other words, it’s a competition.
    

    
      A survival contest where the one who lasts longest is the strongest, breaking others’ markers to stay alive until the end.
    

    
      “You get why it’s called the Survival Game and what the rules are, right? You need to protect this while breaking others’. That’s the entire evaluation. Of course, one-sided violence, threats using social status, or murder are prohibited. Everything else is fair game.”
    

    
      At that moment, a cadet raised their hand.
    

    
      “Professor, I have a question!”
    

    
      “Sure, Pig.”
    

    
      “It’s Pogue.”
    

    
      “Whatever.”
    

    
      “Alright. My question is, are alliances allowed there?”
    

    
      “I said, Pogue, everything’s allowed except excessive actions.”
    

    
      Chaser’s narrowed eyes curved into a sly smile.
    

    
      “You guys know, right? Who the top ranks are in this midterm evaluation. Teaming up to take them down could be a way to rise up, don’t you think?”
    

    
      “…!”
    

    
      “Here’s a tip: individual combat strength isn’t that important there. What matters more is ruthless tenacity, patience, and brains. I’ve noticed the sneaky ones tend to last longer.”
    

    
      His sly smile deepened.
    

    
      “Let me emphasize again, anything goes as long as you survive. Got it, Pig?”
    

    
      “Yes! Thank you!”
    

    
      The clearing soon buzzed with the cadets’ murmurs.
    

    
      Some wore serious expressions, deep in thought, while others already gathered with their cliques, plotting.
    

    
      Yes. 
    

    
      The Survival Game is an opportunity.
    

    
      For those weak in combat or poor at written exams.
    

    
      For those skilled at socializing or quick-witted.
    

    
      For them, the Survival Game was a chance to surpass natural geniuses like Karina or Gwyn.
    

    
      Alliances—ganging up, essentially—were allowed, making strategy more important than individual skill in this evaluation.
    

    
      That’s probably why they kept glancing at me.
    

    
      After all, I was the one who topped all the written exams over the past two days. 
    

    
      Topping the exams didn’t mean perfect scores, but given what I’d shown so far, I was likely a target for them to check.
    

    
      From my perspective, though, it saved me the trouble of hunting them down. 
    

    
      If they came at me, I’d be grateful.
    

    
      The enemies hiding in there.
    

    
      Ten Clerics and their boss, Galbart.
    

    
      And, surprisingly, Madre, who was stronger than Galbart.
    

    
      My primary plan was to eliminate as many cadets as possible before nightfall, when their operation would fully begin.
    

    
      “Oh! I forgot, but if you can’t hold out due to hunger, serious injury, or illness, abandon the evaluation immediately and send a rescue signal! It’s simple—just break the tail of the marker in half. Then the professors waiting at the Safety Zone will come rescue you.”
    

    
      Unaware of the Beast Pouches installed in the Safety Zone, Chaser diligently explained how to send a rescue signal with the marker.
    

    
      “Now, the evaluation starts in one hour. Follow the professors’ instructions until then.”
    

    
      Professor Ilai went around handing out a pill to the cadets.
    

    
      A pill to clear the stomach and intestines.
    

    
      “Ugh, how are we supposed to take exams like this?”
    

    
      “What do you mean? It’s telling us to start hunting as soon as we get in.”
    

    
      “Wow, this is serious.”
    

    
      “I should’ve eaten more delicious food yesterday.”
    

    
      Five minutes before the Survival Game began, the cadets received their markers.
    

    
      “Attach them to the chest of your outer clothing. Don’t try hiding them inside your underwear or body—that’ll get you disqualified immediately.”
    

    
      Some cadets, caught off guard, sheepishly adjusted their markers.
    

    
      “Now, your bodies will be transported somewhere in that mountain. Oh? Time’s up already. Focus! I’m counting down! 10… 9…”
    

    
      Everyone stared at Chaser’s mouth, tense, as he listed the numbers.
    

    
      “7… 6…”
    

    
      The sound of someone swallowing hard amplified the tension.
    

    
      As time dragged on suffocatingly slowly.
    

    
      Suddenly, time sped up, and the world before my eyes began to warp.
    

    
      Before I knew it, I stood alone in a forest.
    

    
      The exam site for the Survival Game, the Mountain of Trials.
    

    
      I looked around.
    

    
      The moment I decided to scout, [Detection] activated automatically.
    

    
      There was no one around but me.
    

    
      I ran toward the northern area.
    

    
      That’s where the Cult’s hideout was. 
    

    
      Once they started moving, they’d hunt the nearest cadets first. 
    

    
      So, before nightfall, I had to find and eliminate all the cadets in the northern area. 
    

    
      That was the way to save them and minimize damage to the Academy.
    

    
      “J-Gerard-senpai?”
    

    
      “Hey.”
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      “Ugh. I’m screwed for this evaluation…”
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      “Ahh!? When did you—?”
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      “Huh!”
    

    
      I broke every marker I saw, eliminating cadets.
    

    
      Some had already formed alliances and came at me in groups, but that was even better. 
    

    
      For me, it was a package deal.
    

    
      “Ah…”
    

    
      “Tch, this is too overwhelming.”
    

    
      “That’s unfair.”
    

    
      Before I knew it, the sky turned a dark blue tinged with the red of sunset.
    

    
      The encroaching boundary of darkness. 
    

    
      Thanks to my relentless running around, I no longer sensed any cadets near their hideout.
    

    
      So I moved on to the next plan.
    

    
      I headed toward their hideout.
    

    
      Madre.
    

    
      To call him out.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Madre frowned, looking at the Clerics sitting motionless in the cramped burrow.
    

    
      ‘Disgusting bunch.’
    

    
      Spending a whole day in such a tight space was driving him up the wall.
    

    
      He prided himself on his patience and endurance from years of training, but these ‘Darkness Council’ Clerics were on another level.
    

    
      Truthfully, his impatience might’ve stemmed from anticipation.
    

    
      For him, fighting was life.
    

    
      For someone who fought daily, the upcoming cadet elimination operation was like a festival.
    

    
      ‘How strong is the so-called representative of Frey Academy?’
    

    
      Madre snorted hotly, his nostrils flaring.
    

    
      Madre.
    

    
      In truth, he had no connection to the Cult.
    

    
      He was originally a warrior cadet at Naimus Academy.
    

    
      Undefeated, he passed every trial with overwhelming results, known as possibly the strongest warrior cadet in history. That was him.
    

    
      Perhaps because of that.
    

    
      One day, a man came to the Academy to see him.
    

    
      He asked abruptly.
    

    
      “Have you ever killed someone?”
    

    
      “…What’s that supposed to mean?”
    

    
      “I asked if you’ve ever killed someone.”
    

    
      “I have. So what? Is that a problem?”
    

    
      “Heh. How did it feel?”
    

    
      Madre answered honestly, and from that moment, he became that man’s son.
    

    
      “My name is Lutus.”
    

    
      Madre was taught killing techniques by him.
    

    
      ‘That was already ten years ago.’
    

    
      Anyway.
    

    
      He’d heard a lot about Frey Hero Academy while attending Naimus Warrior Academy.
    

    
      He’d fought countless battles and killed many people.
    

    
      But none of them were Frey’s hero cadets.
    

    
      That’s why he came here.
    

    
      Solely to stain his hands with the blood of hero cadets.
    

    
      But on the way here, after hearing Galbart’s explanation, Madre was quite disappointed.
    

    
      ‘What? The targets are just freshmen who barely enrolled?’
    

    
      ‘That’s right.’
    

    
      ‘Ugh…’
    

    
      If he hadn’t heard the name ‘Gerard,’ Madre would’ve turned back to the Empire right then.
    

    
      Gerard.
    

    
      The mysterious cadet who took down two high Clerics.
    

    
      Of course, Madre didn’t know how strong high Clerics were, but even he, who only knew fighting, had heard of Cave and Sabo.
    

    
      ‘A cadet taking down Slaughter-grade villains? And he was called trash until last year?’
    

    
      Curiosity surged uncontrollably.
    

    
      He was dying to fight.
    

    
      He wanted to see and feel the truth of the rumors with his own eyes and body.
    

    
      Galbart’s next words poured fuel on that fire.
    

    
      ‘He might be the strongest cadet at the Academy right now. No, we’re already certain of it.’
    

    
      Madre looked forward to meeting Gerard.
    

    
      Until yesterday, that is.
    

    
      His feelings shifted after meeting that man.
    

    
      ‘Shadow’s Master.’
    

    
      With no real expectations.
    

    
      In a bet meant as light entertainment to temper his excitement, Madre became instantly captivated by him.
    

    
      ‘This guy. He’s strong, isn’t he?’
    

    
      He couldn’t forget the glint in those eyes behind the skull mask.
    

    
      The chilling thrill that pierced his chest when he drew his sword still made Madre’s heart race.
    

    
      When Madre stopped his attack, it wasn’t because of Galbart and the Clerics.
    

    
      It was because of the aura emanating from that thief.
    

    
      It was a kind of fear Madre had never felt before.
    

    
      He wanted to feel that again, he thought.
    

    
      That’s when a voice came.
    

    
      [You’re looking for me, I hear.]
    

    
      Madre’s eyes, closed in boredom, snapped open.
    

    
      The Clerics were asleep.
    

    
      Galbart was deep in meditation.
    

    
      The burrow was silent as death.
    

    
      [Come to the summit. Quietly. Alone.]
    

    
      He didn’t think long.
    

    
      Madre instinctively knew who the voice belonged to.
    

    
      A confident voice.
    

    
      Gerard.
    

    
      He didn’t know how they knew he was hiding here or that he was tracking them.
    

    
      But that didn’t matter to Madre.
    

    
      Life is a struggle.
    

    
      What mattered was the thrilling battle about to unfold.
    

    
      “Hey, the operation’s about to start. Where are you going?”
    

    
      “Toilet.”
    

    
      “We’re not waiting long.”
    

    
      “Am I a kid? Why wait? Just start without me. I’ll catch up.”
    

    
      Galbart shook his head as Madre left the burrow.
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      From atop the rocky mountain, while waiting for Madre, I recalled the information Rachel had shared about him.  
    

    
      Undefeated warrior cadet.  
    

    
      Compared to Frey Academy, it was a concept akin to the top cadet, but according to Rachel, the title of undefeated was twice as hard to earn as being the top.  
    

    
      ‘Bullshit. Just an arena champion.’  
    

    
      The visions he mainly used were a protective aura emitted from his entire body and martial arts utilizing wind.  
    

    
      And then.  
    

    
      ‘Watch out for his arm.’  
    

    
      I recalled Rachel’s final warning.  
    

    
      It was at that moment.  
    

    
      Ziiiiing──!  
    

    
      The night sky.  
    

    
      The shimmering light from the Safety Zone in the distance wavered precariously before going out. 
    

    
      Simultaneously, the Mountain of Trials was engulfed in complete darkness.  
    

    
      It had begun.  
    

    
      Their assault.  
    

    
      At the same time,“Hey.”
    

    
       
    

    
      A familiar silhouette waved a hand in the darkness.  
    

    
      “What are you doing here?”  
    

    
      “I was waiting for you.”  
    

    
      “Chuck. Right. You were feeling unsatisfied too, weren’t you? That it ended like that.”  
    

    
      I took off the skull mask.  
    

    
      “I was unsatisfied.”  
    

    
      “…….”  
    

    
      “You drew your sword, so we should see it through to the end. But we didn’t.”  
    

    
      Madre blinked at me, then made an expression of disbelief.  
    

    
      “You. What are you?”  
    

    
      “Why?”  
    

    
      “You’re Gerard?”  
    

    
      Holding Raven, I answered.  
    

    
      “Are you an idiot? You saw me, so why ask?”  
    

    
      “……You’re really that cadet?”  
    

    
      “Yeah. So what? Does that matter?”  
    

    
      Madre’s rigid expression twisted oddly.  
    

    
      I smirked and put the skull mask back on.  
    

    
      Then I spread both arms.  
    

    
      “Shall we finish it? Skull mask removal.”  
    

    
      Come and take it off.  
    

    
      Seeing this, Madre’s entire body shook as he burst into maniacal laughter.  
    

    
      “Chuck…… Khahahaha!”  
    

    
      The attack began with that laughter.  
    

    
      It seemed he was going all out from the start. 
    

    
      The moment I felt the space compress, a massive fist was already right in front of my nose.  
    

    
      Calmly, I drew Raven and swung it upward from below.  
    

    
      A flash of light. Madre, retrieving his fist, shouted while still laughing.  
    

    
      “Nice! This is it!”  
    

    
      His expression was dyed with pure joy.  
    

    
      “This tension. This thrill! Yes. Whether you’re a thief or a cadet, that kind of thing doesn’t matter! 
    

    
      Today is the greatest day of my life!”  
    

    
      “It’ll be your last day.”  
    

    
      “Hahaha! Then that’s even better!”  
    

    
      Madman.  
    

    
      As I swung Raven, I used Telekinesis. 
    

    
      Tododok, the dagger sheaths on my belt opened simultaneously, and four daggers shot out at once.  
    

    
      “Whoa!”  
    

    
      Startled, Madre quickly retreated, but there was nowhere to escape.  
    

    
      All the daggers hit him. 
    

    
      However, they failed to achieve their purpose and bounced off powerlessly.  
    

    
      Protective aura.  
    

    
      The aura enveloping his body was protecting him.  
    

    
      “Surprised?”  
    

    
      Ignoring his smug grin, I used Dagger Shift. 
    

    
      The target was the dagger that had just been flung backward.  
    

    
      As soon as I shifted, I infused mana into Raven and swung.  
    

    
      Shwaak, blood spurted.  
    

    
      The wound wasn’t deep.  
    

    
      His combat sense was impressive; he twisted his body in that split second to dodge.  
    

    
      Immediately after dodging, Madre unleashed a barrage of punches. 
    

    
      I saw a glint in his eyes.  
    

    
      Here it comes.  
    

    
      Fist wind.  
    

    
      Kwa-kwa-kwa-kwa!  
    

    
      Soon, blades of wind followed the trajectory of his punches, overwhelming my vision.  
    

    
      I used Dagger Shift to escape the area, but Madre quickly followed, swinging more fist winds.  
    

    
      “I get it! A vision that moves through weapons! Haaap!”  
    

    
      Madre stomped the ground.  
    

    
      A gale surged around him, scattering the daggers that had fallen to the ground in all directions.
    

    
      I used Telekinesis to retrieve them and then cast a spell.  
    

    
      [Water Prison].  
    

    
      In an instant, moisture gathered, surrounding him.  
    

    
      “What, what’s this? Magic?”  
    

    
      While he was flustered, I cast another spell.  
    

    
      [Thunderbolt].  
    

    
      Kwarung!  
    

    
      A combo of Water Prison and Thunderbolt.  
    

    
      But even that couldn’t penetrate his protective aura.  
    

    
      No matter.  
    

    
      It was a feint.  
    

    
      I was already swinging Raven with both hands.  
    

    
      From top to bottom.  
    

    
      A simple slash, but one where all power was concentrated for a lethal sword technique.  
    

    
      Lion Slash.  
    

    
      Recognizing the majestic force, he chose not defense or evasion, but attack.  
    

    
      In that instant, a sword shot out from his sleeve.  
    

    
      The sword curved like a snake’s head, rushing toward my face.  
    

    
      I saw a thick smile form on his lips.  
    

    
      ‘I won.’  
    

    
      Eyes gleaming with the certainty of victory.  
    

    
      But.  
    

    
      “What!?”  
    

    
      Having already known his trump card, I quickly twisted my sword.  
    

    
      From the start, I wasn’t aiming for his head, but that sleeve.  
    

    
      His face stiffened at that exact moment.  
    

    
      Immediately after, Raven swept forward.  
    

    
      His vision, the snake-like sword, and both of his arms.  
    

    
      Shwaaaak!  
    

    
      Before I knew it, Madre was kneeling in a pool of his own blood, looking at me.  
    

    
      With nothing left below both shoulders, Madre was smiling with satisfaction.  
    

    
      “……Heh. Good fight.”  
    

    
      And then his head dropped forward.  
    

    
      At the same time, a shiver ran through my body.  
    

    
      Proof that my level had risen.  
    

    
      But there was no time to feel joy.  
    

    
      I hurriedly sheathed Raven and took off the skull mask.  
    

    
      After returning to my cadet attire, I quickly moved to the next location.  
    

    
      Tadadak!  
    

    
      I finished as fast as I could, but a lot of time had passed.  
    

    
      By now, a full-scale battle between Galbart’s group and the cadets must have started.  
    

    
      I didn’t know whether they were fighting well or not, but the crucial fact was that I had to be the one to finish Galbart.  
    

    
      Experience points?  
    

    
      Of course, that was one reason, but there was a more important one.  
    

    
      Namely,“Self-detonation.” 
    

    
       
    

    
      Galbart would self-detonate at the last moment.  
    

    
      To be precise, the bomb attached to his body would.  
    

    
      ‘Galbart has a mana bomb implanted in his body.’  
    

    
      ‘……What?’  
    

    
      ‘It’s Bishop Lutus’s order. It’s a method they sometimes use. When they’re not confident in killing the target, the Dark Clerics sometimes resort to suicide bombing. It’s the first time a high Cleric has used it, though.’  
    

    
      That’s why Rachel had told me I needed to destroy the mana bomb in his chest along with his heart.  
    

    
      “They’re still fighting, right?”  
    

    
      If this were the original story, they’d be slightly losing.  
    

    
      After all, there were ten Clerics.  
    

    
      All of them high Clerics, and Galbart was a powerhouse contending for the top spot among high Clerics.  
    

    
      ……But.  
    

    
      It was a complete miscalculation.  
    

    
      “Where did it go wrong?”  
    

    
      I muttered blankly, staring at the scene before me.  
    

    
      A forest where the heat of battle still lingered.  
    

    
      The fallen bodies around were all Clerics, and Ivan, Yuria, Karina, Gwyn, Hannes, Victor, and other cadets were catching their breath, savoring their victory.  
    

    
      Then they spotted me and ran over.  
    

    
      “Senior! Are you okay?”  
    

    
      “You’re not hurt, are you?”  
    

    
      “Ugh. What took you so long, you useless guy? You’re no help at all.”  
    

    
      Yeah. The battle was over.  
    

    
      The result was shockingly the cadets’ victory.  
    

    
      So, did they take down Galbart too?  
    

    
      Did they stab his heart?  
    

    
      Since no explosion happened, it seemed so.  
    

    
      Good……  
    

    
      Ziiing──  
    

    
      At that moment, my thoughts froze.  
    

    
      A chill ran down my spine.  
    

    
      [Instinct] screamed.  
    

    
      Run.  
    

    
      There was no sign of Galbart’s body nearby.  
    

    
      “Where’s their leader?”  
    

    
      Ivan said something in response.  
    

    
      I couldn’t hear it.  
    

    
      Beyond the bushes, I saw a black aura.  
    

    
      I quickly ran toward it.  
    

    
      And I came face to face.  
    

    
      Galbart collapsed with a hole in his neck.  
    

    
      “……Heh.”  
    

    
      He sneered at me before his head dropped.  
    

    
      Yeah.  
    

    
      Galbart’s heart was intact.  
    

    
      “Senior? Why suddenly…….”  
    

    
      Yuria, who had followed me, asked with concern. Behind her, the others lined up.  
    

    
      At the same time, Galbart’s chest swelled like a balloon.  
    

    
      “……Ha.”  
    

    
      There was no choice.  
    

    
      Looking at the blinding flash filling my vision, I raised my hand.  
    

    
      Soon, a massive explosion shook the ground.  
    

    
      * * *  
    

    
      I slept for a full day.  
    

    
      Rather than sleeping, it’d be more accurate to say I was unconscious.  
    

    
      When I woke up, I was in the infirmary. 
    

    
      Professor Ilai, who had been tending to me, greeted me first, followed by Baron Tesda and other professors rushing into the infirmary.  
    

    
      I roughly knew what had happened, but I had no memory after the blinding flash.  
    

    
      Well, as long as my body was fine, that was enough.  
    

    
      The 890th class cadets were all unharmed too.  
    

    
      My collapse was just due to exhaustion from pouring out all my mana at once.  
    

    
      Only a day had passed, but the events of yesterday were already plastered across Royal Dream’s headlines.  
    

    
      The Mountain of Trials, which had been attacked, was swarming with investigation teams, and the Central Knights and Special Magic Corps were on the scene.  
    

    
      Naturally, the ongoing Survival Game was completely halted.  
    

    
      The one who came to see me after I rested in the infirmary was Dean Bell Toro.  
    

    
      “Hello.”  
    

    
      “Yeah. Sit.”  
    

    
      And so, I faced the dean again.  
    

    
      Once at the disciplinary committee, once to receive an artifact.  
    

    
      Once in the infirmary.  
    

    
      This was already my third meeting with the dean this month.  
    

    
      If I included the time since enrollment…… hmm. It’s still less than ten times. 
    

    
      But I had a feeling it’d surpass that soon.  
    

    
      “How’s your body?”  
    

    
      “I’m fine.”  
    

    
      “Good to hear.”  
    

    
      Honestly, it was uncomfortable.  
    

    
      Not my body, but the professor’s excessive attention.  
    

    
      What kind of potential did he see in me to care this much?  
    

    
      At this point, I was curious.  
    

    
      What kind of reaction would he show when he found out I was a thief?  
    

    
      “It’s pure curiosity about this incident. Before coming to you, I met with Ivan.”  
    

    
      “Yes?”  
    

    
      “Your expression. You seemed curious.”  
    

    
      “Oh.”  
    

    
      I must’ve unintentionally shown an uncomfortable expression.  
    

    
      I turned my head to move my facial muscles.  
    

    
      Control your expression. Control.  
    

    
      “I heard the gist from Ivan. You joined the scene last, right?”  
    

    
      “Yes. By the time I arrived, the situation was already over.”  
    

    
      “Right. It’s a relief the kids managed to overcome it; it could’ve been a huge tragedy. Oh, no. Is it already a tragedy that this happened? Heh.”  
    

    
      “…….”  
    

    
      “Do you know the name Galbart?”  
    

    
      It was a sudden question, but I shook my head.  
    

    
      “First time hearing it.”  
    

    
      “Really?”  
    

    
      “Yes.”  
    

    
      “He was the leader of that group. Also, the one who self-detonated at the end.”  
    

    
      As if waiting for it, I scrunched up my face.  
    

    
      “I’ve never seen a villain as cruel as him. To think he’d throw himself away to harm the Academy. What made him so vicious?”  
    

    
      The dean didn’t answer.  
    

    
      He just stared at me intently.  
    

    
      A gaze so transparent it felt like it was piercing through me.  
    

    
      So, as if I really didn’t know, I put on a shameless act with a face of steel.  
    

    
      “What was his goal, doing something like that? It’s too much to say it was just enmity toward the Academy……”  
    

    
      “Who knows. Maybe to ruin the exam, or to eliminate one of the cadets, or perhaps the Academy itself. What’s certain is that there’s a force out there targeting the Academy, and the terror will continue.”  
    

    
      The dean leaned back in his chair.  
    

    
      His gaze had been withdrawn by then.  
    

    
      “Can you tell me what you did after the Survival Game started?”  
    

    
      I mixed some lies with the truth.  
    

    
      My drop-off point was the northern sector. 
    

    
      While proceeding with the Survival Game, eliminating other cadets, I encountered an unidentified intruder and fought and defeated him.  
    

    
      After learning from the intruder that he wasn’t alone, I was rushing to the Safety Zone when I met Ivan and the other 890th class cadets.  
    

    
      “That’s all.”  
    

    
      The dean nodded.  
    

    
      “Good. Thanks to your judgment and spirit of sacrifice, many kids were able to escape danger.”  
    

    
      His gaze landed on my wrist.  
    

    
      Where the Bracelet of Protection should have been, there was now nothing.  
    

    
      Only a blackened burn mark on my skin indicated that the Bracelet of Protection had once been there.  
    

    
      “Regret it?”  
    

    
      I gave a bitter smile.  
    

    
      How could I not regret it?  
    

    
      It wasn’t even a one-use item, and I broke an artifact without using it much.  
    

    
      Right before Galbart activated the mana bomb, I poured all my mana into activating the Bracelet of Protection.  
    

    
      Thanks to that, I protected myself and the others, but I lost the Bracelet of Protection.  
    

    
      “I regret it, but it’s fine. As long as the result was good.”  
    

    
      But why bring this up now? Is he planning to give me another one?  
    

    
      ……I quietly held onto that hope.  
    

    
      “When I said I’d give you an artifact, why did you ask for the Bracelet of Protection?”  
    

    
      I blinked.  
    

    
      What’s the intent behind this question?  
    

    
      ‘Is this guy thinking I foresaw this incident and asked for the Bracelet of Protection?’  
    

    
      No way.  
    

    
      Right?  
    

    
      “You received the Star’s Blessing before, and this time you could’ve gotten an artifact of the same rank. So why specifically ask for the Bracelet of Protection? Did you anticipate something like this would happen?”  
    

    
      Oh. Looks like that’s exactly what he thinks.  
    

    
      He’s mistaking me for some kind of prophet.  
    

    
      At this point, I’m a bit worried about what comes next.  
    

    
      ‘How do I clear up this misunderstanding?’  
    

    
      I scratched my head.  
    

    

  
    Chapter 102: Chapter 102

    
      Chapter 102: Extracurricular Activities (1)  
    

    
      After the midterm evaluation ended, the week of extracurricular activities arrived.  
    

    
      Extracurricular activities.  
    

    
      It was one of the educational systems that cadets at the Academy couldn’t avoid.  
    

    
      Participating in extracurricular activities earned you Merit Points.  
    

    
      These Merit Points could later be combined with academic credits, so cadets aiming for prestigious postings—like the Central Knights—had no choice but to take these activities seriously.  
    

    
      Moreover, extracurricular activities were an opportunity for cadets to build their reputation.  
    

    
      While everyone’s reasons for enrolling in the Academy differed, all cadets shared a common desire to make their names known across the Frey Empire.  
    

    
      Perhaps that was why.  
    

    
      During the extracurricular activity period, villages, cities, or organizations in need would send heartfelt requests for aid to the Academy. 
    

    
      The Academy would filter and categorize these requests, forwarding them to the cadets, who would then form teams with like-minded peers or seniors to carry out the missions.  
    

    
      Naturally, since the Merit Points awarded varied by mission type, choosing which mission to take and which teammates to work with was a critical decision.  
    

    
      In a way, it was a rare chance for cadets, who lived practically confined within the Academy, to breathe the outside air after a long time. 
    

    
      That’s why the cadets, especially the 890th class, were already buzzing with excitement about this topic.  
    

    
      “I’m really looking forward to it. What kind of requests will come in? I hope it’s not something dangerous.”  
    

    
      “Why? I’d prefer it to be moderately dangerous. That’s what makes it thrilling!”  
    

    
      “Hey, wake up. We’re first-years, and it’s our first extracurricular activity, so the higher-ups will filter out anything too intense. It’ll mostly be physical labor, I bet.”  
    

    
      The biggest concerns were, of course, the type of mission and the team.  
    

    
      Among them, the team was especially important.
    

    
       
    

    
      Extracurricular activities spanned several days. 
    

    
      Imagine being teamed up with someone whose personality was the complete opposite and whose coordination was off—that made it easy to understand why the “team” was such a critical factor in extracurricular activities.  
    

    
      It also directly affected the mission’s success rate, making it essentially the beginning and end of the process.  
    

    
      The professor in charge of forming these crucial teams was none other than the Martial Arts Department advisor, Chaser Idna.  
    

    
      “Ugh, what’s all this?”  
    

    
      So, when Chaser arrived at his office after finishing the day’s work, he could only laugh awkwardly.  
    

    
      A pile of gift boxes was stacked in front of his door. 
    

    
      It wasn’t his birthday, nor was it a day to honor mentors, so the meaning of these gifts was clear.  
    

    
      ‘Please make my team a good one.’  
    

    
      With a wry smile, Chaser gathered the gift boxes and went inside, haphazardly shoving them into a corner.  
    

    
      It was unfortunate for the cadets, but he planned to assign teams randomly through a lottery.  
    

    
      Simple is best. It’s fair and equitable, Chaser thought.  
    

    
      “Life’s all about luck, after all.”  
    

    
      That was his mindset until the door burst open and two women walked into his office.  
    

    
      Seeing the two women enter without knocking, Chaser started to scowl but then tilted his head.  
    

    
      “Hm? Ronica? What’s this? Yuria’s here too?”  
    

    
      Ronica wasn’t looking at him.  
    

    
      “Wow, you got a lot.”
    

    
       
    

    
      She was smiling at the mountain of gift boxes.  
    

    
      “Oh, these? They’re, uh, a sign of the cadets’ respect for me…”  
    

    
      “Cut the crap. Who in the world respects a playboy like you?”  
    

    
      Chaser’s mouth snapped shut into a straight line.  
    

    
      ‘Why bring that up here?’  
    

    
      His eyes were practically screaming.  
    

    
      Ignoring him, Ronica continued her barrage.  
    

    
      “Must be nice. While some of us are slaving away under the scorching sun, others are sitting comfortably, unwrapping gifts. I’m jealous of your life, Professor Chaser.”  
    

    
      Chaser could only muster an awkward chuckle.  
    

    
      “Haha… Anyway, what’s up? And with Yuria, no less. Is there a class today?”  
    

    
      By the dean’s special order, the two advisors were conducting special training for Yuria’s Magic Swordsman development twice a week.  
    

    
      “No, that’s tomorrow.”  
    

    
      “Then?”  
    

    
      Why are you here bothering me?  
    

    
      Ignoring Chaser’s pointed look, Ronica asked,“Have you formed the extracurricular activity teams?”  
    

    
      That’s when Chaser realized why Ronica Jasmine had come to see him.  
    

    
      Extracurricular activity teams.  
    

    
      Lately, Ronica had been teaching Yuria and had become utterly enamored with her exceptional talent, acting almost like a doting older sister.  
    

    
      So it was obvious.  
    

    
      ‘She wants me to put her in a specific team.’  
    

    
      But Chaser was a man who had never broken a promise to himself in his life—a fair and upright person.  
    

    
      No way. 
    

    
      He couldn’t give special treatment to just one person.  
    

    
      Not even for Yuria.  
    

    
      …Or so he thought.  
    

    
      “You know you owe me, right?”  
    

    
      Today, that promise was about to be broken.  
    

    
      “Huh? Did I? I don’t recall…”  
    

    
      “Trying to play dumb? A month ago, you ditched our dinner plans to sneak off with another woman and got caught. You gave me a wish for that, remember?”  
    

    
      Chaser slapped his forehead.  
    

    
      ‘Oh no! That’s right!’  
    

    
      He hurriedly said,“…Haha, Ronica? I’ll make it up to you some other way, something much grander than this. How about that, huh?” 
    

    
       
    

    
      “Grander or whatever, I don’t need it. Just do this for me.”  
    

    
      “No, just hear me out…”  
    

    
      “You’re not gonna do it? Oh, so the wish was a lie too? Wow, you really are a liar every time you open your mouth. Or maybe I just don’t mean that much to you.”  
    

    
      Chaser’s eyes twitched.  
    

    
      A perfect checkmate. 
    

    
      There seemed to be no way out.  
    

    
      No choice then. 
    

    
      He’d have to blame the past version of himself for giving her that wish.  
    

    
      ‘Why the hell did I give her something like that, you idiot!’  
    

    
      Of course, he should’ve been more remorseful about ditching Ronica in the first place, but regardless, with no escape, Chaser decided to compromise with himself.  
    

    
      Fine. Just for Yuria.  
    

    
      “Alright.”  
    

    
      “See, you should’ve done that from the start. Look, Yuria, I told you he’d do it.”  
    

    
      Seeing Ronica’s victorious smile, Chaser sighed inwardly.  
    

    
      It was clear who had convinced Yuria to come here.  
    

    
      “Acting all high and mighty? You’ve ditched me for other women more than ten times. Probably more if you count the times you didn’t get caught, you damn playboy.”  
    

    
      “Haha, Ro-Ronica? I said I’d do it. Yuria’s here, so let’s drop that topic.”  
    

    
      “Oh? Feeling embarrassed in front of a professor’s title?”  
    

    
      “Ahem. Yuria? Hurry up and tell me. Who do you want to team up with?”  
    

    
      Yuria, who had been looking at him with pity, shook her head.  
    

    
      “It’s fine, really…”  
    

    
      “No, no! Yuria, it’s okay to speak freely. I’ll make it happen. No, please let me make it happen. Okay?”  
    

    
      Chaser’s mind was filled with the sole desire to get rid of this damn wish as quickly as possible.  
    

    
      “Um, then I’d like to team up with Senior Gerard.”  
    

    
      “Gerard? Okay. Got it. I’ll put you two together. Definitely.”  
    

    
      Chaser looked at Ronica.  
    

    
      “Satisfied?”  
    

    
      “Don’t flake out on me today too, alright?”  
    

    
      “Huh? Today?”  
    

    
      “…You forgot?”  
    

    
      “N-No way! I didn’t forget! See you later. Haha.”  
    

    
      Ronica, eyeing him suspiciously, left the office with Yuria.  
    

    
      Drained, Chaser stared blankly at the spot they’d left.  
    

    
      Then he moved quickly.  
    

    
      There was no time for this. 
    

    
      He had to rush to the Central Knights Headquarters to tell the receptionist, Tina, that he couldn’t make it tonight.  
    

    
      That’s when it happened. 
    

    
      The door burst open again.  
    

    
      No knock, as expected.  
    

    
      Could it be them again?  
    

    
      No.  
    

    
      “What, are you planning to flee the country or something?”  
    

    
      A worse devil stood there.  
    

    
      The head of the Psychology Department, Allen Desico.  
    

    
      “N-No, it’s just… What brings you here, Department Head?”  
    

    
      “What brings me? Am I not allowed to come?”  
    

    
      “That’s not what I meant…”  
    

    
      Allen, snapping curtly, pushed past Chaser and strode confidently into the office, with Karina following behind with a haughty expression.  
    

    
      Allen sat down on the prime spot on the sofa as if it were only natural. 
    

    
      Then he bluntly asked,“Teams. You formed them?”  
    

    
      Chaser’s expression turned dumb.  
    

    
      No way.  
    

    
      And that “no way” was exactly right.  
    

    
      “You haven’t, right? Then put Karina with that damn bastard, Gerard, on the same team.”  
    

    
      “G-Gerard?”  
    

    
      “What. Can’t you do it?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Chaser shook his head.  
    

    
      “That… might be a bit difficult.” 
    

    
       
    

    
      Allen’s eyebrows arched into a scowl.  
    

    
      But his mouth was grinning ear to ear.  
    

    
      “Heh. What was that? Did I hear wrong?”  
    

    
      “…”  
    

    
      “I think I heard wrong, so I’ll ask one more time. Just so you know, there won’t be a mistake this time, so think carefully and answer properly. What happens next, you won’t be able to handle alone. Got it?”  
    

    
      “…”  
    

    
      “Put Karina and that Gerard bastard on a team.”  
    

    
      Allen Desico. A devil who always got what he set his mind to.  
    

    
      The venom in his fleeting glance was genuine. 
    

    
      In the Academy, only other department heads, the Vice-Dean, and the Dean could stop him.  
    

    
      The deliberation didn’t last long.  
    

    
      Chaser nodded.  
    

    
      “You bastard. Acting coy when you were gonna do it anyway.”  
    

    
      “Thank you, Professor Chaser. The Zain Family won’t forget this.”  
    

    
      “Wow, lucky you. Making the Zain Family owe you? That’s impressive.”  
    

    
      Allen smirked and patted Chaser’s shoulder.  
    

    
      ‘This thug.’  
    

    
      Chaser forced a smile.  
    

    
      “Anyway, I trust you’ll handle it well. We’re off.”  
    

    
      Having finished their business, the two left.  
    

    
      Chaser stared blankly at the spot they’d occupied, then let out a hollow laugh.  
    

    
      Fine. 
    

    
      He’d done it for Yuria, so what’s one more with Karina? 
    

    
      The first time’s always the hardest; the second is easier.  
    

    
      “By the way, that Gerard bastard. What the hell is he doing to get those two wanting to be on his team? So damn troublesome.”  
    

    
      Grumbling, Chaser snapped to attention and checked the time.  
    

    
      “Crap! I’m gonna be late. They wouldn’t come back, would they…”  
    

    
      Bang!  
    

    
      Seeing Department Head Pirion Lil and Ivan, Chaser asked,“…Gerard, by any chance?”  
    

    
      “How’d you know?”  
    

    
      “I’ll do it.”  
    

    
      “Quick. I like that.”  
    

    
      “Haha. No big deal.”  
    

    
      “Thank you, Professor Chaser.”  
    

    
      Fortunately, no more visitors came after them, and Chaser managed to meet Tina in time to postpone their dinner plans.  
    

    
      But he didn’t know.  
    

    
      At that very moment, a sneaky cat burglar had slipped into his office and added her name to Gerard’s team list in his drawer.  
    

    
      That cat burglar’s name was Rachel.  
    

    
      * * *  
    

    
      Free period at the Lodge Café.  
    

    
      I sat at the largest table on the balcony, pressing my forehead hard.  
    

    
      Ugh. 
    

    
      My head was starting to hurt.  
    

    
      Why? Because of the kids in front of me.  
    

    
      First, to my right.  
    

    
      Yuria sat there, maintaining her expressionless face.  
    

    
      But I’d become an expert at reading the subtle changes in Yuria’s expressions. 
    

    
      I could tell her current mood in less than a second.  
    

    
      Yuria’s current mood: extremely displeased.  
    

    
      The reason was the girl sitting across from her—on my left.  
    

    
      I turned my head that way.  
    

    
      Karina Zain sat there, arms crossed.  
    

    
      “You’ve been staring at me like that for a while. What? Am I too pretty?”  
    

    
      I wanted to ask her back.  
    

    
      Why are you sitting there?  
    

    
      “Stop it. Senior Gerard is here.”  
    

    
      By the way, the one who spoke calmly yet firmly was Ivan.  
    

    
      How did he end up here?  
    

    
      And next to him.  
    

    
      “Kyahaha!”  
    

    
      Rachel was there.  
    

    
      Why was she here?  
    

    
      As far as I knew, she really disliked Gerard.  
    

    
      Anyway.  
    

    
      What kind of absurd combination was this?  
    

    
      How did the team end up like this?  
    

    
      Right.  
    

    
      The five of us gathered at this table were the team set to go out for the extracurricular activity week next week.  
    

    
      Team 1 out of 10 teams.  
    

    
      A dream team, first in name, skill, and fame.  
    

    
      The reason? I had no idea.  
    

    
      As far as I knew, teams were supposed to be formed randomly.  
    

    
      But looking at this scene, it was hard to believe this team was formed purely by luck…  
    

    
      ‘Hey, Gerard. I resented you for the first time yesterday.’  
    

    
      …Oh. So that’s why Professor Chaser said that in passing yesterday?  
    

    
      I was starting to get a sense of what happened.  
    

    
      He must’ve gone through a lot. Poor guy.  
    

    
      Watching two girls still locked in a staring contest, a guy sighing at the sight, and a sly fox laughing cheerfully while rolling her eyes, my forehead started throbbing again.  
    

    
      Ugh. 
    

    
      At this rate, we wouldn’t even start the meeting before breaking up.  
    

    
      “Both of you, stop it. Let’s pick a team leader first. Time’s running out.”  
    

    
      Both girls turned to look at me at the same time.  
    

    
      “You do it, Senior.”  
    

    
      “You do it.”  
    

    
      And the staring contest resumed. 
    

    
      Sparks flew in the empty air with a crackle.  
    

    
      It felt like we could just proceed without them.  
    

    
      “What about the rest?”  
    

    
      “I’m fine with Senior.”  
    

    
      “Me too! Me too!”  
    

    
      And so, I became the team leader responsible for our team’s extracurricular activities.  
    

    
      That was actually fine.  
    

    
      No matter who the members were, I’d planned to take the leader role anyway. 
    

    
      Feeling a bit relieved that these were my teammates, I looked at the paper in front of me.  
    

    
      Next was choosing the mission our team would tackle.  
    

    
      The missions were aid requests from cities, organizations, or individuals, categorized by type. 
    

    
      The document listed missions of appropriate difficulty for first-years, sorted by category.  
    

    
      The categories were transport, VIP protection, search, exploration and investigation, civilian support, beast extermination, and villain subjugation.  
    

    
      The hardest category was villain subjugation, while the easiest was civilian support, which involved providing labor at the site.  
    

    
      I had something in mind but asked just in case.  
    

    
      “What should we…”  
    

    
      “Do whatever you want, Senior.”  
    

    
      “Do whatever you want.”  
    

    
      Crackle!  
    

    
      “Just decide, Senior.”  
    

    
      “Kyahaha!”  
    

    
      If you’re gonna act like this, why did you even show up?  
    

    
      After that pointless meeting, I went to the Student Affairs Office to get our team’s chosen mission confirmed.  
    

    
      Sure enough, when I showed Baron Tesda the mission I’d picked, he looked at me with disbelief.  
    

    
      “You’re really going with this?”  
    

    
      “Yes.”  
    

    
      “No, with that impressive lineup, you’re choosing ‘search’ instead of ‘villain subjugation’ or ‘beast extermination’? Why?”  
    

    
      Because there’s something I need to get in the city where the search mission takes place.  
    

    
      I couldn’t say that, so I just shrugged.  
    

    
      “They told me to do whatever I want.”  
    

    
      “Who?”  
    

    
      “The team.”  
    

    
      “Hey, when they say do whatever you want, you don’t actually do it. You know better than anyone that each category comes with different Merit Points.”  
    

    
      At that moment, a bespectacled staff member eavesdropping nearby suddenly jumped into our conversation.  
    

    
      “Geez, Baron, you sound like such a bachelor sometimes.”  
    

    
      “What, you punk?”  
    

    
      “You really don’t get it? The big picture, our alpha among alphas, Gerard, is painting?”  
    

    
      Big picture.  
    

    
      I was indeed planning something, but how did this guy know?  
    

    
      I looked at the bespectacled staff member with suspicion and he grinned slyly at me.  
    

    
      “You little rascal. I may look young, but I’m older than you. You think I can’t see through your schemes?”  
    

    
      I stared at him, dumbfounded, as he spoke loudly for everyone in the Student Affairs Office to hear.  
    

    
      “Alright, everyone, think about it. Where’s the city that sent the aid request? And who’s on Gerard’s team? Combine those two, and the answer’s obvious!”  
    

    
      “The city’s Roenberg, and the members are Yuria, Rachel, Karina, Ivan…”  
    

    
      “If you take Ivan out?”  
    

    
      “Hm. Without Ivan…”  
    

    
      Baron Tesda’s eyes suddenly widened.  
    

    
      “No way?”  
    

    
      “Heh. Now you get it.”  
    

    
      The bespectacled staff member’s smile deepened.  
    

    
      “Roenberg! What kind of place is that? A cultural hub with highly developed commerce, full of sights, food, and the dazzling Fireworks Festival that lights up the night—a city of festivities and passion where love blossoms!”  
    

    
      “Exactly.”  
    

    
      “Yes! And by chance, three of his team members are the Academy’s renowned beauty trio, the Eureka! You can’t call yourself a man if you miss this opportunity, right?”  
    

    
      The bespectacled staff member’s voice carried a deep conviction.  
    

    
      Perhaps that’s why. Other staff members chimed in, impressed by his eloquence.  
    

    
      [Oh, that’s a solid theory!]  
    

    
      [There was such a deep meaning! I had no idea!]  
    

    
      Some even gave me thumbs-up, looking at me with newfound respect, though I had no idea what kind of misunderstanding was happening.  
    

    
      “…So that Ivan guy got in the way without reading the room, huh?”  
    

    
      Even Baron Tesda, whom I trusted, started muttering nonsense.  
    

    
      What’s with the “again”?  
    

    
      “Genius types tend to be a bit clueless in that department.”  
    

    
      “Hm. But what’s Eureka, Faver?”  
    

    
      “Oh, that? It’s a term I just coined for the Academy’s top three beauties. Yuria, Rachel, Karina. Put them together, and you get Eureka.”  
    

    
      “…Eureka. Hmm?”  
    

    
      “How’s that? Rolls right off the tongue, doesn’t it? Feels like you’ve just discovered something!”  
    

    
      Oh? I think I discovered something too.  
    

    
      Namely, Faver’s future. He’s gonna get a punch from me soon.  
    

    
      Sigh. I’ll let it slide today since he’s wearing glasses.  
    

    
      “So, what are you gonna do?”  
    

    
      Baron Tesda signed the mission document without hesitation.  
    

    
      Handing it back, he said,“Right. Now I get it. You really did do whatever you wanted, Gerard.”  
    

    
      “…”  
    

    
      “Your heart, I respect and support it. Succeed in the mission—and in everything else too.”  
    

    
      Uh, thanks.  
    

    
      Very much appreciated.  
    

    
      “Oh, by the way, I have a question, Baron.”  
    

    
      “Ask away. What’s on your mind?”  
    

    
      “Which team’s doing ‘villain subjugation’?”  
    

    
      ‘Villain subjugation’ was the key event for Chapter 3.  
    

    
      “For now, Teams 3, 6, and 7 applied, but I’m leaning toward Team 3.”  
    

    
      Team 3 had Gwyn Gaiard and his friend Hannes Kasa. Excluding our Team 1, they had the highest combined entrance exam and midterm evaluation scores.  
    

    
      That’s probably a good thing.  
    

    
      They might struggle a bit, but they had enough strength to clear it.  
    

    
      Plus, since Chapter 3 was a service chapter, it offered plenty of growth opportunities. 
    

    
      It wouldn’t be bad for Gwyn to hog those benefits this time.  
    

    
      “But why ask about that out of the blue?”  
    

    
      “Just curious.”  
    

    
      “Just curious?”  
    

    
      “Yeah. I’ll head out now.”  
    

    
      Leaving behind Baron Tesda, who looked at me with disappointed eyes as if he’d expected more, I walked out of the Student Affairs Office.  
    

    
      After a few steps, I had to stop in my tracks.  
    

    
      Eureka─!  
    

    
      Eureka─!  
    

    
      A familiar word echoed to the tune of a humming work song.  
    

    
      The unidentified labor song from the Student Affairs Office rang through the first-floor hallway of the main building for a while, and passersby glanced at the office, humming the word themselves.  
    

    
      “What are they saying? What? Eureka?”  
    

    
      “Isn’t it a song? What song is it, though? It’s oddly catchy. Eureka! Eureka! Pfft.”  
    

    
      I briefly considered going back and setting the place on fire.
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      A few days ago.  
    

    
      I was skimming through the list of extracurricular activities.  
    

    
      Transport, VIP protection, search, exploration and investigation, civilian support, beast extermination, villain subjugation, and so on.  
    

    
      Among these categories, one stood out particularly brightly.  
    

    
      ‘Search.’  
    

    
      I opened the mission brief attached to the search category, and everything inside seemed to glow faintly, as if highlighted with a fluorescent pen.  
    

    
      This was why I became the team leader for the extracurricular activities and chose ‘search’ as our mission.  
    

    
      ‘[Gaius’s Insight] is pointing me here. Of course, I have to go.’  
    

    
      I had never lost out by trusting [Gaius’s Insight].  
    

    
      There must be a reason this time too.  
    

    
      ‘By the way, Roenberg City…’  
    

    
      To compare it with the original story, I spread out the mission brief and racked my memory.  
    

    
      The city of Roenberg, the stage for the ‘search’ mission.  
    

    
      The requester was a man living there, asking for help in finding his missing child.  
    

    
      It was a simple request.  
    

    
      Honestly, I wondered how such a minor issue had made its way to the Academy.  
    

    
      But upon closer reading, it wasn’t entirely incomprehensible.  
    

    
      “The city guard isn’t investigating?”  
    

    
      Even after filing a missing person report, the city guard wasn’t doing their job, according to him.  
    

    
      So, he had no choice but to ask us for help.  
    

    
      “So, it’s an easy job.”  
    

    
      Finding a runaway kid wasn’t difficult or dangerous.  
    

    
      I didn’t know why the city guard wasn’t doing their job properly, but if we went and requested their cooperation, they’d likely help.  
    

    
      “And if they don’t, we have Karina Zain.”  
    

    
      Using her name would force them to comply, whether they wanted to or not.  
    

    
      If we scoured the city guard and Roenberg thoroughly, I figured we’d wrap it up in less than a day.  
    

    
      In the original story, this ‘search’ mission was successfully completed in under two days.  
    

    
      ‘But why did [Gaius’s Insight] pick this one?’  
    

    
      There was definitely something there, but no matter how much I recalled the original story, nothing came to mind.  
    

    
      “Well, I’ll find out when I get there.”  
    

    
      It was tomorrow.  
    

    
      * * *  
    

    
      Yuria was caught in a serious dilemma.  
    

    
      ‘What should I wear?’  
    

    
      She opened her wardrobe.  
    

    
      There were no clothes to wear.  
    

    
      Well, there were clothes.  
    

    
      But they were plain and functional, meant for practical purposes only, far from anything meant for dressing up.  
    

    
      That was only natural.  
    

    
      Yuria had no interest in socializing. 
    

    
      Naturally, she had no interest in dolling herself up, and her usual attitude toward fashion was to let it go to the dogs.  
    

    
      But……  
    

    
      A reason to dress up had emerged.  
    

    
      Extracurricular activity week.  
    

    
      Thinking about the place where her team would carry out their mission, Yuria regretted not paying attention to clothes until now.  
    

    
      ‘Yuria, why don’t you ever dress up? Relying on your face and just wearing whatever? Sure, your proportions make anything look good, but try putting in some effort!’  
    

    
      She wished she’d listened when Rachel said that.  
    

    
      Looking in the mirror, Yuria made a grim face.
    

    
       
    

    
      The reason she was making such a fuss was Ronica Jasmine, who had thoroughly fanned the flames.  
    

    
      That evening, after Gerard became the team leader and the mission was decided.  
    

    
      While receiving special training from Ronica and Chaser, the two advisors, the topic of extracurricular activities came up.  
    

    
      “What? Roenberg!? Gerard picked that place?”  
    

    
      “Yes. Well, he didn’t pick Roenberg, he picked ‘search.’”  
    

    
      Ronica shook her head.  
    

    
      “No, Gerard picked Roenberg. Roenberg!”  
    

    
      She was strongly convinced and emphasized it.  
    

    
      “Because! It’s the empire’s top resort city! For a team of your level to pick ‘search’ makes no sense. Honestly, it’s an excuse to have fun!”  
    

    
      A deep furrow formed between Yuria’s pale brows.  
    

    
      Really?  
    

    
      She listened closely to Ronica’s words.  
    

    
      “Think about it, Yuria. Who’s Gerard? A guy obsessed with grades and Merit Points, right?”  
    

    
      That was true.  
    

    
      Well… not obsessed, but.  
    

    
      He did care a lot about grades.  
    

    
      “But a guy like that picks search, not villain subjugation or beast extermination? That doesn’t add up. Right, Professor Chaser?” 
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yeah, it’s odd. With Gerard’s personality, he’d naturally go for something with high Merit Points. Choosing to search with that team is strange.”  
    

    
      “See!”  
    

    
      Yuria’s brows furrowed harder.  
    

    
      Listening to the two professors, it really seemed that way.  
    

    
      But extracurricular activities were meant to help others in need.  
    

    
      She’d heard a brief explanation about the mission.  
    

    
      ‘It’s about helping a father in Roenberg who lost his child.’  
    

    
      But to think that sincere intent was actually a pretext for fun?  
    

    
      It felt too impure for a volunteer’s heart.  
    

    
      It didn’t seem right, so Yuria shared her thoughts with the two professors.  
    

    
      Ronica burst out laughing.  
    

    
      “Oh, Yuria. Isn’t Gerard human? He'd even want to take a break, no?”  
    

    
      “Still.”  
    

    
      “Think simply. It’s not some grand case, right? Just finding a missing kid. With the city guard’s cooperation, it’ll be done in two days. After finishing the mission, the rest is free time, so how he spends it is up to him, isn’t it? No need to feel burdened.”  
    

    
      Yuria shook her head.  
    

    
      Gerard was human and it was natural for a human to want a break.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘If he were an ordinary person.’  
    

    
      Gerard wasn’t ordinary. 
    

    
      From what she’d seen, he was someone who only ever charged forward like a madman, never thinking of rest.  
    

    
      “I know the real reason Gerard chose to search.”  
    

    
      That’s when Chaser cut in.  
    

    
      Yuria’s eyes turned to him.  
    

    
      “Really?”  
    

    
      “Of course.”  
    

    
      “Hm. Coming from a playboy, it’s not very credible.”  
    

    
      “Ahem! Let’s not go there… Just listen.”  
    

    
      Chaser continued with a serious face.  
    

    
      “Your team has Karina Zain and Rachel besides you, right?”  
    

    
      “So?”  
    

    
      “That Gerard bastard. Seems like he’s got feelings for one of them.”  
    

    
      Ronica’s eyes widened to the point of tearing at that moment.  
    

    
      “What!? Is that true? Who said that?”  
    

    
      “Someone trustworthy. Baron Tesda.”  
    

    
      Chaser grinned.  
    

    
      Baron Tesda.  
    

    
      As the head of Student Affairs, he was the one who received all the Academy’s news the fastest and easiest.  
    

    
      Ronica shouted in excitement.  
    

    
      “Oh my gosh! Then it’s legit! Those two are as close as father and son, spilling their deepest worries!”  
    

    
      “Heh. That’s the kind of relationship I have with the Baron.”  
    

    
      Ronica slapped Chaser’s shoulder, making a fuss.  
    

    
      Watching this, Yuria’s eyes trembled slightly.  
    

    
      The misunderstanding was snowballing.  
    

    
      Yuria’s expression, lost in thought, had stiffened completely.  
    

    
      ‘Senior has feelings for one of us?’  
    

    
      She had spent the most time with him.  
    

    
      It could be her, but she knew.  
    

    
      It wasn’t her.  
    

    
      Gerard had never treated her as more than a junior.  
    

    
      He always kept a line.  
    

    
      “Yuria, what about you?”  
    

    
      Ronica suddenly asked.  
    

    
      “Huh? Sorry, what?”  
    

    
      “What, you know! What if Gerard has feelings for you? You’ve spent the most time with him out of the three. If he likes you, how do you feel? Huh? Huh?”  
    

    
      “Uh, well… I haven’t thought about it…”  
    

    
      Yuria’s voice trailed off, her neck turning red as a beet.  
    

    
      It was a lie.  
    

    
      “Kya! So cute! Look, Professor Chaser, her face is red!”  
    

    
      “Youthful.”  
    

    
      Chaser smiled warmly.  
    

    
      “It’s gonna be great there. A beautiful night sky that pulls you in. Dancing to soft melodies, watching fireworks, climbing a hill to see the stars pour down—you won’t even notice time passing.”  
    

    
      “…….”  
    

    
      “Do you have something to wear, Yuria?”  
    

    
      And so, back to the present, in Yuria’s dorm.  
    

    
      …It absolutely, absolutely wasn’t because she had someone in mind or was hoping for a specific situation.  
    

    
      “It’s just to help someone in need.”  
    

    
      But contrary to her words, she went shopping the next day.  
    

    
      The reason: shopping and Ronica Jasmine went with her.  
    

    
      * * *  
    

    
      I headed to the airship platform.  
    

    
      A train would take a full day, and portals weren’t permitted except in special circumstances like wartime. 
    

    
      So, we chose an airship to travel to Roenberg.  
    

    
      Arriving at the platform, I saw Karina Zain standing in a corner with her legs crossed.  
    

    
      As expected, her striking physique stood out even from a distance.  
    

    
      But what was it?  
    

    
      Karina looked different from usual.  
    

    
      Her superior physique and elegant beauty were the same.  
    

    
      Yes, definitely the same… but why did she seem different today?  
    

    
      Did she change her makeup?  
    

    
      ‘Maybe it’s because I’m seeing her outside the Academy for the first time.’  
    

    
      Standing in front of her, I felt oddly nervous.  
    

    
      It’d be embarrassing if she noticed.  
    

    
      I greeted her as casually as possible.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hey. You’re early?”  
    

    
      “…….”  
    

    
      “Why’d you get so dressed up? Got someone to impress?”  
    

    
      There was no answer.  
    

    
      When I looked, Karina, arms crossed, was eyeing me up and down.  
    

    
      And then she said,“What’s that?” 
    

    
       
    

    
      Her expression was quite annoyed.
    

    
       
    

    
      Well, when had we ever been thrilled to see each other’s faces?  
    

    
      But I didn’t think our relationship was so bad that she’d pick a fight from the get-go on the first day of extracurricular activities.  
    

    
      We’d built some begrudging camaraderie through shared crises.  
    

    
      “What’s got you so grumpy now?”  
    

    
      “No, you came like that?”  
    

    
      Now I noticed she was displeased with my preparation.  
    

    
      For the record, I came empty-handed, without a bag or any belongings.  
    

    
      “Yeah, I came like this?”  
    

    
      “It might be a trip of several days, and that’s all you brought?”  
    

    
      “They’ll have everything I need there.”  
    

    
      “……Ha.”  
    

    
      Karina irritably swept her hair up, as if disappointed by my expectations.  
    

    
      Only then did I notice the huge suitcase behind her.  
    

    
      I burst out laughing.  
    

    
      “Hey, hey! What’s that? You moving or something? Why drag a huge suitcase when you could just put it in Subspace…”  
    

    
      Before I finished, Karina opened her Subspace and tossed the suitcase in.  
    

    
      Then, glaring at me with murderous eyes, she said,  
    

    
      “Don’t talk to me. I’m in a terrible mood, bad enough to want to crash this airship.”  
    

    
      I shut my mouth immediately.  
    

    
      “What was I even thinking… Ha… I’m such an idiot. An idiot.”  
    

    
      For once, she was right.  
    

    
      Maybe the sun will rise in the west tomorrow.  
    

    
      ……No.  
    

    
      Today? For a moment, I felt confused.  
    

    
      Because a bright glow was suddenly rising from the distance.  
    

    
      The source of the light, parting the crowd and approaching us, was none other than Yuria.  
    

    
      Having shed her usual dark, drab clothes, she wore a white lace dress and red shoes, looking like a goddess descended to this world.  
    

    
      So, I couldn’t help but stare at her with my mouth agape.  
    

    
      It was only natural—male instinct. 
    

    
      I was still staring blankly when she reached me.  
    

    
      But──,  
    

    
      “What’s that?”  
    

    
      The goddess threw the same question at me as Karina had.  
    

    
      “……Huh?”  
    

    
      “What’s that?”  
    

    
      Her expression was somehow cold and then I noticed. 
    

    
       
    

    
      Behind her was a leather bag even bigger than Karina’s suitcase.  
    

    
      “…….”  
    

    
      The goddess had turned into a grim reaper.  
    

    
      “Hey? You’re not gonna nag her for moving somewhere?”  
    

    
      Karina snickered at me from the side.  
    

    
      But I couldn’t say anything back.  
    

    
      It was instinct.  
    

    
      I hadn’t done anything wrong, but I had that chilling feeling of having messed up. 
    

    
      In times like this, a man instinctively knows it’s best to stay quiet.  
    

    
      “Hey, Senior? What’s that?”  
    

    
      Damn it.  
    

    
      What the hell did I do wrong?  
    

    
      Someone, please give me the answer.  
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      “Sorry for being late.”  
    

    
      “Let’s go quick! Kyahaha!”  
    

    
      Thanks to Ivan and Rachel arriving at just the right moment, I managed to escape the wrath of the two girls.  
    

    
      I hurriedly bought airship tickets and boarded.  
    

    
      Wooooong──  
    

    
      Not long after, the sound of the engine signaled departure, and the floor began to vibrate.  
    

    
      It was the reaction from the levitation stones below resonating to lift the airship.  
    

    
      The airship gradually soared into the sky. Before long, it pierced through the white clouds.  
    

    
      My hair fluttered in the strong wind.  
    

    
      Leaning against the railing, I gazed blankly at the sight of Icata slowly fading from view.  
    

    
      Come to think of it, this was the first time I’d left Icata since coming to this world.  
    

    
      Seeing Icata, now only faintly visible through the clouds, filled me with a strange sense of nostalgia.  
    

    
      I indulged in that sentiment for a while.  
    

    
      “Wow, I’m nervous.”  
    

    
      “Huh? Is this your first time on an airship, Yuria?”  
    

    
      “Yeah. You?”  
    

    
      “Me too! Hehe. This thing won’t crash, right?”  
    

    
      “Oh, come on, you guys! Can you keep it down? Hey! Stop posing over there and manage these kids!”  
    

    
      Karina’s irritated shout hit the back of my head.  
    

    
      ‘Guess going quietly and comfortably is out of the question.’  
    

    
      I shook my head and turned around.  
    

    
      “Let’s keep it down, guys.”  
    

    
      Our destination was Roenberg.  
    

    
      The events that would unfold there were side stories, not covered in the main storyline.  
    

    
      All I knew were fragmented, limited pieces of information, like scattered puzzle pieces.  
    

    
      If I tried to piece things together now, here’s what I had.  
    

    
      First, I had two tasks to handle in Roenberg.  
    

    
      The first was to find the missing child, and the second was to uncover the clue that [Gaius’s Insight] was pointing to.  
    

    
      I didn’t know what the clue was.  
    

    
      ‘It could be an object or a person.’  
    

    
      So, my plan was to focus on finding the missing child first.  
    

    
      By working with the Roenberg City Guard to locate the kid, I’d likely figure out what [Gaius’s Insight] was pointing to naturally.  
    

    
      The extracurricular activity week lasted a full week anyway.  
    

    
      Even after completing the mission, we didn’t have to return to the Academy right away.  
    

    
      I planned to stay in Roenberg and search carefully during the remaining time.  
    

    
      ‘And give the kids some free time.’  
    

    
      The Roenberg Festival was just around the corner.  
    

    
      If I used that as an excuse to stay, they’d probably agree without complaint.  
    

    
      ‘Perfect, right?’  
    

    
      Of course, finding the clue [Gaius’s Insight] pointed to as quickly as possible would be ideal and so, we arrived at the Roenberg airship platform.  
    

    
      “What’s that? Were you hiding somewhere the whole flight?”  
    

    
      “None of your business.”  
    

    
      Ignoring Karina’s nagging as soon as we disembarked, I opened the mission brief from the Student Affairs Office.  
    

    
      It listed the name of the man who requested help and the address where he was presumed to live.  
    

    
      * * *  
    

    
      The man who requested help from the Academy was named Bedrock.  
    

    
      In Roenberg, he was a fairly well-known hunter.  
    

    
      Ziiing!  
    

    
      I pressed the doorbell, but there was no response.  
    

    
      So, I knocked on the door.  
    

    
      Bang! Bang!  
    

    
      “Mr. Bedrock! Mr. Bedrock──!”  
    

    
      How long did I knock?  
    

    
      Finally, I heard movement inside, and a man appeared.  
    

    
      He looked like he hadn’t washed in days.  
    

    
      His eyes were unfocused, as if he’d just woken up, his beard was scruffy, and his lips were dry.  
    

    
      A strong smell of alcohol wafted from him.  
    

    
      “…Who are you?”  
    

    
      He struggled to focus his blurry gaze on us.  
    

    
      I answered with as much of a smile as I could muster.  
    

    
      “We’re from the Academy.”  
    

    
      “…Oh? Ohh! Come in!”  
    

    
      After tilting his head for a moment, his expression slowly brightened, and he flung the door wide open to welcome us.  
    

    
      The inside of the house was typical of a hunter’s home.  
    

    
      The walls were adorned with animal heads and bone decorations, and two Long Muskets hung on the wall.  
    

    
      But what caught our attention more than those were the numerous empty liquor bottles scattered across the dining table.  
    

    
      Seeing them, I scratched my head.  
    

    
      I understood he was devastated over his son’s disappearance, but I worried whether we could have a proper conversation in his state.  
    

    
      “Ha. Haha! Sorry about this.”  
    

    
      Bedrock hurriedly approached the table.  
    

    
      But he staggered dangerously and ended up collapsing forward.  
    

    
      Ivan, standing nearby, quickly supported him.  
    

    
      “Urgh…”  
    

    
      Bedrock started crying in that state and then he passed out.  
    

    
      “…Mr. Bedrock?”  
    

    
      I rushed over to him.  
    

    
      Then I was startled.  
    

    
      His body was unbelievably light.  
    

    
      Through his torn clothes, I could see scratches on his hands and forearms.  
    

    
      ‘He’s been going out to look for his kid, coming back to drink, and repeating this cycle.’  
    

    
      No wonder his body was in such bad shape.  
    

    
      Fortunately, he had only passed out from exhaustion.  
    

    
      We cleaned up the house on his behalf.  
    

    
      Once the house was somewhat tidied, Bedrock came to, and I sat across from him, handing him a bowl of soup Yuria had made herself.  
    

    
      “Are you feeling okay?”  
    

    
      “Yes. Yes. Thank you. I’m much better. Thank you.”  
    

    
      Since he said he was fine, I got straight to the point.  
    

    
      “I heard your son went missing a week ago.”  
    

    
      “Oh… Yes.”  
    

    
      “Can you tell us exactly what happened?”  
    

    
      “Well.”  
    

    
      Bedrock recounted the situation step by step, fumbling through his memories.  
    

    
      The story was long, but to summarize briefly:  
    

    
      ‘A week ago, my son went out to play and suddenly didn’t come back.’  
    

    
      Well, kids going missing wasn’t uncommon around here.  
    

    
      That’s just the way this world was.  
    

    
      Even with laws, order, and institutions enforcing them within the empire, it was still a pre-modern society.  
    

    
      Compared to Earth, it was like the 17th century, and the crime rate was naturally several times higher than in modern times.  
    

    
      Not to mention, this world had monsters called magical beasts.  
    

    
      If your neighbor suddenly disappeared, you’d just shrug it off—that’s the reality here.  
    

    
      ‘But it’s strange that the city guard isn’t investigating properly.’  
    

    
      That was the crux of the issue.  
    

    
      This was why Bedrock had requested help from the Academy, and why we were here.  
    

    
      “Is your relationship with the city guard bad? Did you fight or something?”  
    

    
      Before heading to the guard station, I asked just in case.  
    

    
      Bedrock shook his head, saying that couldn’t be.  
    

    
      “I'm a hunter. By nature, I work closely with the city guard sometimes, so there’s no way our relationship would be bad. If anything, I’m closer to them than most.”  
    

    
      Hm.  
    

    
      Then why?  
    

    
      There had to be a reason.  
    

    
      “We’ll head to the guard station first.”  
    

    
      “Yes. Please.”  
    

    
      I nodded and said,“Let’s go.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes.”  
    

    
      “Yes, Senior.”  
    

    
      “Just Karina, come with me.”  
    

    
      Everyone looked at me with puzzled expressions.  
    

    
      Yuria’s face, in particular, hardened rapidly.  
    

    
      “…….”  
    

    
      No particular reason.  
    

    
      It’d look silly if we all went in a big group.  
    

    
      The reason for taking only Karina was to prepare for any potential trouble.  
    

    
      ‘She’s a walking badge of authority.’  
    

    
      It wasn’t Karina herself I needed.  
    

    
      It was the ‘Zain’ name attached to her.  
    

    
      I didn’t know why the city guard was ignoring Bedrock’s report, but whatever the reason, they wouldn’t dare ignore the Zain name.  
    

    
      “We’ll be back.”  
    

    
      We left Bedrock’s house and headed straight for the Roenberg City Guard Station.  
    

    
      On the way, I spotted countless city guards patrolling in groups near the city center.  
    

    
      “What’s that? They’re out and about just fine.”  
    

    
      I nodded at Karina’s words.  
    

    
      Sure enough, the guards we passed were all armed and moving busily.  
    

    
      They looked completely focused on searching for something.  
    

    
      ‘But that something isn’t Bedrock’s son.’  
    

    
      Even without Bedrock’s words, their tense and alert demeanor was definitely not that of people looking for a young boy.  
    

    
      It was closer to searching for an explosive or something.  
    

    
      ‘Could there have been a Beast Pouch terror incident here too?’  
    

    
      It was possible.  
    

    
      While it didn’t happen in the original story, there was no guarantee that the future, already altered by my presence, hadn’t affected this place too. Better to keep that possibility open.  
    

    
      [Roenberg City Guard Station]  
    

    
      Arriving at the station, I walked in with Karina.  
    

    
      “What brings you here?”  
    

    
      “We’re from Icata.”  
    

    
      “Excuse me? Where?”  
    

    
      “Icata. Frey Academy.”  
    

    
      The staff at the counter looked at us with wide eyes.  
    

    
      “…Where?”  
    

    
      “Frey Academy. We’re here about Mr. Bedrock’s case.”  
    

    
      Only then did the staff member hurriedly stand up.  
    

    
      Karina didn’t even need to step in.  
    

    
      Just mentioning we were from the Academy was enough to skip all formalities, and we were immediately taken to meet the Guard Captain upstairs.  
    

    
      “Oh, Bedrock’s case? I know him well. I’m aware he came to us about his missing son not long ago. But we’ve been swamped with the festival, you see. Must’ve slipped through the cracks.”  
    

    
      The Guard Captain chuckled.  
    

    
      “I’ll make sure to tell my people. We’ll do our best to resolve it as soon as possible. You’re staying at Bedrock’s house, right?”  
    

    
      “For now.”  
    

    
      “Then I’ll send a team over today.”  
    

    
      “Thank you.”  
    

    
      We left the captain’s office.  
    

    
      What was that?  
    

    
      It went much smoother than I expected.  
    

    
      I wasn’t the only one who felt that way.  
    

    
      “What’s that? That’s it?”  
    

    
      As soon as we stepped out the front door, Karina grumbled as if she’d been waiting.  
    

    
      “If it was this easy, why didn’t they do it sooner?”  
    

    
      “They’re busy preparing for the festival.”  
    

    
      “Does that make sense? Then why are they helping now?”  
    

    
      What other reason could there be?  
    

    
      “Because Academy cadets came in person to ask. They don’t gain anything by picking a fight with us.”  
    

    
      “Anyway, festival or not, it’s just an excuse, right? They could’ve handled it all along.”  
    

    
      Karina scoffed, incredulous.  
    

    
      She wasn’t wrong.  
    

    
      I had my doubts too.  
    

    
      Even with the festival, it didn’t make sense that they couldn’t spare manpower to find a missing kid.  
    

    
      ‘The Roenberg City Guard isn’t some neighborhood watch or veterans’ club.’  
    

    
      And the atmosphere of the guards moving busily around the city kept nagging at me.  
    

    
      It felt off, somehow.  
    

    
      We returned to Bedrock’s house.  
    

    
      When we told him the Guard Captain had promised cooperation, Bedrock was overjoyed.  
    

    
      “Thank you so much!”  
    

    
      The city guard arrived exactly one hour later.  
    

    
      Twenty of them, in two squads.  
    

    
      I told Bedrock,  
    

    
      “We’ll search the places you mentioned.”  
    

    
      “I’ll come too…”  
    

    
      “No. Your son might come home, so stay here. And don’t drink.”  
    

    
      “…Alright.”  
    

    
      Bedrock’s son, Kimi, often played at an abandoned mine near Roenberg.  
    

    
      It wasn’t efficient to move as a large group.  
    

    
      Especially with Karina, who was sensitive to mana flows, I couldn’t use [Detection] freely.  
    

    
      So, I decided to split into groups of five and scour the area around the abandoned mine.  
    

    
      Rustle──  
    

    
      But it was strange.  
    

    
      I thought the search would take a day at most, two days tops.  
    

    
      Yet, even after three days, the search wasn’t over.  
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      Bedrock’s backyard.  
    

    
      I sat on a bench, gazing at the star-studded sky, lost in thought.  
    

    
      ‘How could there be nothing at all?’  
    

    
      It didn’t make sense.  
    

    
      A thirteen-year-old kid had just vanished.  
    

    
      Missing.  
    

    
      Whether it was an accident or a runaway, I figured with this many people mobilized, I’d find him easily.  
    

    
      But as time dragged on, we hadn’t found Kimi, not even a single strand of his hair.  
    

    
      I recalled the original story.  
    

    
      In that parallel world, the search mission had succeeded, and they’d returned.  
    

    
      Of course, it wasn’t the main story centered on the player’s perspective but a side story, so I hadn’t seen it directly.  
    

    
      Still, documents and official seals wouldn’t lie, would they?  
    

    
      ‘Or would they?’  
    

    
      I briefly considered that possibility but dismissed it as far-fetched.  
    

    
      Rather, it made more sense to think the future had changed because of me.  
    

    
      ‘But that’s a stretch too.’  
    

    
      Roenberg was a southern city, a full four hours by airship from the capital, Icata, where I operated.  
    

    
      Even if I’d caused a ruckus there, it was hard to believe it would’ve affected things here.  
    

    
      “…….”  
    

    
      Frustrating.  
    

    
      It felt like I was missing something crucial.  
    

    
      ‘What is it?’  
    

    
      I decided to retrace every piece of information and memory I’d gathered since arriving in Roenberg.  
    

    
      Ten days ago, Kimi went out to play.  
    

    
      The place was an open lot on the way to the abandoned mine.  
    

    
      Kimi thought of it as his playground and went there every day to play.  
    

    
      ‘But that’s all Bedrock’s claim.’  
    

    
      So, was Bedrock lying?  
    

    
      Maybe his missing son had actually run away.  
    

    
      Not to the playground, but to another village.  
    

    
      ‘But seeing Bedrock grieve so desperately for his son, that doesn’t seem right either.’  
    

    
      If that was an act, Bedrock was a monster.  
    

    
      ‘No way. He’s not that kind of person.’  
    

    
      Or what if he got lost or trapped somewhere?  
    

    
      He didn’t go to the playground but somewhere else and met with misfortune.  
    

    
      ‘He’s a curious boy, so predicting his behavior is tough.’  
    

    
      It was a plausible theory.  
    

    
      ‘Then we need to expand the search to the abandoned mine.’  
    

    
      If that wasn’t it, the only thing left was kidnapping.  
    

    
      ‘Was there a human trafficking ring in the Frey Empire?’  
    

    
      I hadn’t heard of such a group operating in Frey Empire territory, unlike in the Naimus Empire.  
    

    
      ‘Still, just in case, I’ll ask the city guard.’  
    

    
      Damn it. So much to do.  
    

    
      Irritation surged, and I sighed, scratching the back of my head.  
    

    
      There was no time, no time at all.  
    

    
      This wasn’t good, not at this rate.  
    

    
      My main purpose here wasn’t the extracurricular activity.  
    

    
      It was to find the clue Gaius had mentioned.  
    

    
      That’s why I came, but if I hit a wall here, the extracurricular period might pass entirely.  
    

    
      ‘Alright, Karina and I will go to the city guard, and the rest will search up to the abandoned mine…’  
    

    
      That’s when it happened.  
    

    
      For a fleeting moment, I felt someone’s gaze from the side.  
    

    
      I quickly turned my head and scanned the area.  
    

    
      “…….”  
    

    
      Nothing.  
    

    
      Just pitch-black darkness.  
    

    
      Chirrr…  
    

    
      The quiet chirping of crickets.  
    

    
      I used [Night Vision] and [Detection] to thoroughly sweep the surroundings.  
    

    
      But I found nothing.  
    

    
      I tilted my head.  
    

    
      ‘Strange. I could’ve sworn someone was there.’  
    

    
      Had I become overly sensitive?  
    

    
      As I turned back to the spot, I heard soft footsteps, and someone appeared.  
    

    
      “……Oh?”  
    

    
      Her name was Rachel, covering her mouth with her hand as she saw me on the bench.  
    

    
      I narrowed my eyes.  
    

    
      “Was it you?”  
    

    
      “……Huh?”  
    

    
      “Were you the one staring at me?”  
    

    
      Rachel tilted her head curiously.  
    

    
      Then, with a bright smile, she spoke in a cutesy, playful tone.  
    

    
      “I was inside the house until just now! I don’t know what you’re talking about, senior!”  
    

    
      I stared at her intently.  
    

    
      She wasn’t lying.  
    

    
      Faintly, I could smell Bedrock’s house on her.  
    

    
      It was just that her hypocritical act annoyed me.  
    

    
      ‘How can this Rachel and that Rachel be the same person?’  
    

    
      The Rachel in the Dark Cleric outfit was cool and seductive, while this one seemed immature, like a screw was loose somewhere.  
    

    
      ‘Is this how others feel when they look at me?’  
    

    
      Well, with this level of audacity, it made sense she could infiltrate as the foster daughter of her enemy to avenge her dead sister.  
    

    
      Her guts were impressive, honestly.  
    

    
      ‘They say a gentleman’s revenge is never too late, even after ten years. Her patience and boldness are something else.’  
    

    
      But Rachel’s fate was already sealed.  
    

    
      Berserk and death.  
    

    
      I didn’t know when she’d approach me formally with a request, but I felt it wouldn’t be far off.  
    

    
      “Hey.”  
    

    
      “What?”  
    

    
      “Don’t flirt with Yuria.”  
    

    
      At my abrupt words, Rachel blinked in surprise.  
    

    
      “I heard you’ve been hanging around with guys lately?”  
    

    
      Rachel, who switched masks freely, froze for a moment.  
    

    
      “Who said that?”  
    

    
      She quickly reverted to her usual expression, but the stiff smile at the corners of her mouth looked awkward.  
    

    
      “Someone did. You don’t need to know who.”  
    

    
      “…….”  
    

    
      “Just don’t drag Yuria into anything bad, got it?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rachel’s purpose for infiltrating the Academy was disruption and seduction.  
    

    
      With her provocative appearance and carefree personality,plus the demonic charm of Lilith, she used her allure to seduce Academy members, corrupt their ideals, and turn them into pawns for the cult.  
    

    
      And right now, her targets seemed to be Yuria and Ivan.  
    

    
      Of course, that was my assumption.  
    

    
      But given what I saw at the training ground last time and her tagging along on this extracurricular activity, I concluded she wouldn’t act this way unless she was trying to seduce them.  
    

    
      ‘It’s obvious.’  
    

    
      But Rachel protested, feigning innocence.  
    

    
      “I’m just trying to get close to Yuria because she’s pretty and has a nice personality!”  
    

    
      “Hey, you know I’ve got a nose like a dog, right?”  
    

    
      “A dog?”  
    

    
      “Yeah. I can sniff out shady smells like nobody’s business.”  
    

    
      Rachel’s eyes twitched.  
    

    
      “W-Well?”  
    

    
      “You reek of it. So watch yourself.”  
    

    
      Rachel was now openly glaring at me.  
    

    
      With full hostility.  
    

    
      So I glared back just as hard.  
    

    
      [Focused Gaze]  
    

    
      Victory was mine.  
    

    
      Rachel turned away and stomped toward the house.  
    

    
      Her steps clearly showed her desire to get away from me as fast as possible.  
    

    
      “Hey, hold on. What do you think about this case?”  
    

    
      Rachel turned back.  
    

    
      And then,‘What kind of guy is this?’  
    

    
      She looked at me with that kind of expression.  
    

    
      I asked casually,“A kid who was playing just disappeared. Think it’s a runaway? Or an accident?”  
    

    
      “…….”  
    

    
      “I’m just curious about your opinion, so don’t overthink it. Speak freely.”  
    

    
      “Hm.”  
    

    
      Rachel put a finger to her lips, thinking.  
    

    
      After a moment, she spoke.  
    

    
      “I don’t think it’s a runaway.”  
    

    
      “Oh? Why not?”  
    

    
      “If it was a runaway, there’d be traces left at home.”  
    

    
      I stared at her, not understanding what she meant.  
    

    
      “Hmph. Never run away from home, have you, senior?”  
    

    
      Rachel gave a sly smile.  
    

    
      I was dumbfounded.  
    

    
      ‘Is running away from home a trend in the Naimus Empire?’  
    

    
      What a bizarre custom.  
    

    
      “Think about it. Why would a young boy suddenly run away? He fought with his parents, or he was upset or wronged by someone in the family, so he left, right?”  
    

    
      “Hm. Probably?”  
    

    
      “Then wouldn’t he want to make that clear? Like, ‘I’m leaving because of this or that.’”  
    

    
      I nodded without realizing it.  
    

    
      …She had a point.  
    

    
      The experience of a runaway was not to be underestimated.  
    

    
      Rachel continued.  
    

    
      “Also, kids are curious but also really scared. So they don’t usually go to places outside their usual play area. So Kimi probably went to the playground that day too!”  
    

    
      “Then?”  
    

    
      “He was forcibly taken. By someone else.”  
    

    
      “So, you’re saying kidnapping?”  
    

    
      “Yes.”  
    

    
      Rachel nodded confidently.  
    

    
      “But if it was a kidnapping, shouldn’t there be some trace? Signs of play, or at least footprints?”  
    

    
      “That’s why it’s a kidnapping.”  
    

    
      Huh?  
    

    
      “What do you mean, ‘that’s why it’s a kidnapping’?”  
    

    
      I trailed off.  
    

    
      A flash of realization hit me.  
    

    
      Yes.  
    

    
      I’d been thinking about it wrong.  
    

    
      It was a kidnapping, so there were no traces.  
    

    
      ‘Someone erased all the evidence.’  
    

    
      They cleaned up every dropped item and even the playground where the kid had played.  
    

    
      And that someone was likely the kidnapper.  
    

    
      ‘But who?’  
    

    
      And why?  
    

    
      For money? Bedrock had nothing to his name.  
    

    
      ‘A personal grudge?’  
    

    
      It seemed I’d need to investigate Bedrock’s acquaintances too.  
    

    
      And ask the city guard about any human trafficking rings.  
    

    
      Damn it. Even more to do.  
    

    
      “Got it?”  
    

    
      Rachel asked then.  
    

    
      “Yeah. Go.”  
    

    
      Rachel turned sharply and walked into the darkness with soft steps.  
    

    
      Her back reminded me not of Cadet Rachel but of Dark Cleric Rachel.  
    

    
      * * * 
    

    
       
    

    
      The next morning.  
    

    
      I headed to the city guard as soon as dawn broke.  
    

    
      Alone.  
    

    
      No need to drag the others along just to ask a few questions.  
    

    
      ‘Waste of manpower.’  
    

    
      They were probably scouring Roenberg’s streets, asking around about Kimi.  
    

    
      And that decision was spot-on.  
    

    
      “What? He’s not here?”  
    

    
      I’d come all the way to the city guard, only to find the guard captain was out.  
    

    
      “Yes. He’s out on official business.”  
    

    
      “When will he be back?”  
    

    
      “Hm. I’m not sure. Sorry.”  
    

    
      I clicked my tongue inwardly.  
    

    
      Couldn’t be helped.  
    

    
      He was out on important business. Just bad timing.  
    

    
      As a fallback, I decided to ask a guard.  
    

    
      “Have you heard anything about a human trafficking ring operating around Roenberg recently?”  
    

    
      “Human trafficking? No.”  
    

    
      He shook his head, looking like it was the first he’d heard of it.  
    

    
      “Then, any missing person reports in Roenberg…”  
    

    
      “Sorry, I’m a bit busy. Excuse me.”  
    

    
      The guard brushed past me with quick steps.  
    

    
      “…….”  
    

    
      Frustration surged again.  
    

    
      The same frustration I felt yesterday.  
    

    
      The feeling of missing something critical.  
    

    
      “This is driving me crazy.”  
    

    
      I sighed heavily and returned to Bedrock’s house.  
    

    
      Creak.  
    

    
      The moment I opened the door, I froze.  
    

    
      The scene inside the room.  
    

    
      Bedrock lay on the bed.  
    

    
      And standing tall before him was a figure.  
    

    
      “……!”  
    

    
      The instant our eyes met, I swiftly drew my sword from subspace.  
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      It was a werewolf.  
    

    
      Its protruding snout gleamed with sharp, fang-like teeth. Long arms dangled with claw-like nails jutting out like blades.  
    

    
      It was smaller than I expected, and the demonic aura  it exuded wasn’t particularly strong.  
    

    
      Another mystery.  
    

    
      ‘How could a werewolf be in the middle of Roenberg?’  
    

    
      But I quickly shoved the question aside.  
    

    
      The client, Bedrock, was in immediate danger.  
    

    
      I drew my longsword and charged.  
    

    
      Grrr!  
    

    
      But the werewolf was far more cunning than I anticipated.  
    

    
      It spun around and slipped out through the window.  
    

    
      Its movements were smooth and swift, as if it had planned the escape route in advance.  
    

    
      “Stop right there!”  
    

    
      I immediately gave chase.  
    

    
      I vaulted over the windowsill and landed in the backyard.  
    

    
      But the werewolf was nowhere to be seen.  
    

    
      As if it had vanished into the sky.  
    

    
      Its shadow and presence had completely disappeared.  
    

    
      “……What the hell?”  
    

    
      I stood there, dazed, for a moment.  
    

    
      Neither my senses nor [Detection] picked up anything. 
    

    
      Even Dayle couldn’t have escaped this quickly. 
    

    
      As I stood there, my expression hardening at the unbelievable situation, a voice came from behind.  
    

    
      “Ca-Cadet? Is something wrong?”  
    

    
      It was Bedrock.  
    

    
      I suppressed the rising questions.  
    

    
      Checking Bedrock’s condition came first.  
    

    
      I quickly approached him and asked,  
    

    
      “Are you okay?”  
    

    
      “Huh? Oh, yes. I slept well, so I’m pretty clear-headed.”  
    

    
      “Your body? Any injuries?”  
    

    
      “I’m a bit stiff, but I’m fine… Injuries? Oh, did I fall out of bed or something?”  
    

    
      What?  
    

    
      His response was odd.  
    

    
      “Did you not see the werewolf?”  
    

    
      “Wha-? A w-werewolf?”  
    

    
      Bedrock’s eyes widened in shock.  
    

    
      His reaction answered for him.  
    

    
      He hadn’t known a werewolf was there.  
    

    
      * * *  
    

    
      Bedrock rambled on with a serious expression, spouting nonsense.  
    

    
      It was the child of the wolf he’d hunted before.  
    

    
      He’d killed too many beasts, so the god of nature had sent an assassin.  
    

    
      He was making such a racket that I decided to step outside.  
    

    
      “Rest inside. I’ll guard the door, so don’t worry.”  
    

    
      Afterward, I stepped into the backyard where the werewolf had vanished and sank into thought.  
    

    
      It was a relief Bedrock wasn’t hurt.  
    

    
      But too many things didn’t add up.  
    

    
      Magical beasts.  
    

    
      They were inherently filled with hostility toward humans.  
    

    
      Predatory beasts devoured humans, and even non-predatory ones would rage and kill mercilessly upon seeing one.  
    

    
      But this one was different.  
    

    
      It had been quietly staring down at the sleeping Bedrock.  
    

    
      ‘Did I walk in at just the right moment?’  
    

    
      Maybe.  
    

    
      If I’d been even a little late, I might’ve found not Bedrock but chunks of flesh scattered across the bed.  
    

    
      ‘Really?’  
    

    
      No.  
    

    
      I shook my head.  
    

    
      Even if I conceded that point, I couldn’t accept that it fled upon seeing me.  
    

    
      A magical beast, driven by instinct, turning its back on a human right in front of it?  
    

    
      ‘Unacceptable.’  
    

    
      Sure, some monstrous humans could make a beast retreat with sheer presence alone.  
    

    
      But I wasn’t on that level.  
    

    
      Recalling the moment, the beast had already turned to flee before I’d even done anything.  
    

    
      ‘As if it had planned it.’  
    

    
      Its behavior was completely unlike any magical beast I knew.  
    

    
      Another thing.  
    

    
      Its presence had vanished as if it had soared into the sky.  
    

    
      It reminded me of the bad memory of losing track of Zad.  
    

    
      Back then, there was sewage as a clear interference, but this time, there wasn’t.  
    

    
      ‘It felt like it used [Spatial Leap].’  
    

    
      But a werewolf using [Spatial Leap]? I’d never heard of such a thing.  
    

    
      Putting it all together, there was only one conclusion.  
    

    
      ‘Reverse summoning.’  
    

    
      Someone with a summoning vision had recalled the werewolf.  
    

    
      That would explain why a magical beast appeared in the middle of the city and why it suppressed its instincts to flee.  
    

    
      ‘Because it was following the summoner’s orders.’  
    

    
      So, how was this incident connected to the disappearance of Bedrock’s son, Kimi?  
    

    
      Was Bedrock incurring the wrath of a summoner?  
    

    
      Having organized my thoughts to some extent, I went back inside to talk to Bedrock.  
    

    
      “Have you calmed down, Mr. Bedrock?”  
    

    
      “Oh, yes.”  
    

    
      Bedrock was drinking.  
    

    
      My brow furrowed instinctively.  
    

    
      But I just sighed without saying anything.  
    

    
      How could I understand the crumbling heart of a parent who’d lost their child?  
    

    
      On top of that, after what just happened, even if he seemed fine, he must’ve been a mess inside.  
    

    
      ‘Alcohol's probably the only thing keeping him together.’  
    

    
      I sat down in front of him. 
    

    
       
    

    
      “Care for a drink?”  
    

    
      Bedrock asked, looking at me.  
    

    
      “No, I’m on duty.”  
    

    
      “Haha, right. I’m like this. Short-sighted.”  
    

    
      Bedrock twisted his lips in a bitter, self-deprecating smile.  
    

    
      “As you can see, my willpower’s weak. I swore I wouldn’t drink until we found Kimi, but here I am, pulling out the bottle again. Pathetic…”  
    

    
      I didn’t deny it or offer empty comfort.  
    

    
      I just listened quietly.  
    

    
      “……I had a dream. A dream I didn’t want to wake from. So I thought maybe if I drank, I could continue it. Lame excuse, I know. Haha.”  
    

    
      Twirling his glass, Bedrock continued.  
    

    
      “Kimi was in it.”  
    

    
      “…….”  
    

    
      “He was calling out to me desperately. Dad. Dad. And you know what I said?”  
    

    
      “No.”  
    

    
      “I said I was sorry. Because I’d scolded Kimi harshly once. He came back from the playground with a big scratch on his face. I was so shocked that anger overtook my worry.”  
    

    
      Bedrock downed his glass.  
    

    
      “Ugh. So I chewed him out. Told him never to go to the playground again. That was the day before he disappeared.”  
    

    
      “…….”  
    

    
      “Now that I think about it, I didn’t comfort him and got mad instead, so Kimi must’ve felt hurt. That’s why he left home. It’s all—everything—my fault.”  
    

    
      Bedrock was now streaming tears like a chicken’s droppings.  
    

    
      I watched him quietly and asked,  
    

    
      “And then? What did you say?”  
    

    
      “……Huh?”  
    

    
      “You said you apologized to Kimi in the dream. So what did he say?”  
    

    
      Bedrock wiped his tears and smiled.  
    

    
      “I didn’t hear. I woke up to a loud crash.”  
    

    
      “I see.”  
    

    
      “Yeah. He’s probably mad, right?”  
    

    
      “No. I’m sure your feelings have reached Kimi.”  
    

    
      Bedrock smiled.  
    

    
      “I hope so.”  
    

    
      His beard trembled faintly.  
    

    
      “So, Mr. Bedrock, do you know anyone among your acquaintances who’s a summoner or a mage?”  
    

    
      “Huh? Oh, no. I don’t. I’m just a guy who makes a modest living selling byproducts from hunting. I don’t know or have met anyone that impressive.”  
    

    
      “Do you read the newspaper?”  
    

    
      Bedrock shook his head.  
    

    
      “Don’t have the money to subscribe…”  
    

    
      “Then how do you get news?”  
    

    
      “Well, since I go to the market to sell my goods, I see noticeboards or posters in the plaza, or I hear rumors from people now and then. But why are you asking…”  
    

    
      “Have you heard rumors about a lot of missing person cases in Roenberg?”  
    

    
      Bedrock’s eyes widened.  
    

    
      “How did you know? There were whispers about that starting about a month ago.”  
    

    
      As expected.  
    

    
      “But they said it was just rumors, so it died down quickly.”  
    

    
      I quickly asked,“Who said it was rumors?”  
    

    
      “The city guard office. They said all the missing person cases were just hearsay. They warned that anyone spreading strange rumors to stir unease or fear before a big event would be severely punished.”  
    

    
      “…….”  
    

    
      “They posted a public notice, so everyone hushed up and it faded away.”  
    

    
      That’s when it happened.  
    

    
      I sensed movement outside.  
    

    
      The sound of multiple footsteps.  
    

    
      I thought maybe the others had returned, but no.  
    

    
      The steps were irregular, heavy, with varying intervals.  
    

    
      Then, at the door.  
    

    
      Thud! Thud!  
    

    
      “Bedrock! Bedrock!”  
    

    
      It was the Guard Captain’s voice.  
    

    
      Bedrock looked at me.  
    

    
      A faint fear lingered in his eyes.  
    

    
      “Open it. I’ll keep what we just talked about to myself.”  
    

    
      Bedrock nodded and opened the door.  
    

    
      “Bedrock! Tell me. Where’s the magical beast…”  
    

    
      The Guard Captain stormed in, grabbing Bedrock by the collar.  
    

    
      Then his eyes met mine.  
    

    
      “……You. You’re here?”  
    

    
      “Yes.”  
    

    
      I smiled.  
    

    
      “I heard the other cadets were in the city…”  
    

    
      “I sent them to search the city. I had something to ask Bedrock about.”  
    

    
      “Hmm. I see.”  
    

    
      The Guard Captain slowly released Bedrock’s collar.  
    

    
      “Sorry for interrupting. Carry on with your conversation.”  
    

    
      The Guard Captain turned to leave.  
    

    
      ‘Where do you think you’re going?’  
    

    
      I called out to him immediately.  
    

    
      “Hold on, Captain.”  
    

    
      “Hm?”  
    

    
      “You just mentioned a magical beast, didn’t you?”  
    

    
      “Did I?”  
    

    
      “Yes, you did. You were looking for a magical beast as soon as you saw Bedrock. I’d like an explanation about what’s going on and why the word ‘magical beast’ came up. I don’t recall hearing anything about one.”  
    

    
      The Guard Captain turned back.  
    

    
      He was smiling.  
    

    
      But his eyes, staring at me, weren’t.  
    

    
      “No choice, then.”  
    

    
      He walked in confidently and sat down in front of me.  
    

    
      It was the same seat Bedrock had been in moments ago.  
    

    
      “Bedrock, close the door and sit down.”  
    

    
      “Huh? Oh, yes…”  
    

    
      And so, we all sat facing each other.  
    

    
      The Guard Captain glanced at the liquor bottle and glass on the cluttered table and spoke.  
    

    
      “Can I hear what you and Bedrock were talking about?”  
    

    
      “Answer my question first. Why are you looking for a magical beast with Bedrock? What’s this about a magical beast?”  
    

    
      “Hm.”  
    

    
      The Guard Captain let out a low grunt before continuing.  
    

    
      “It’s no big deal. A magical beast appeared in Roenberg recently and I got a report that it came here, so I rushed over.”  
    

    
      “Was it a werewolf, by any chance?”  
    

    
      The Guard Captain’s face stiffened.  
    

    
      “……You saw it?”  
    

    
      I told him about what had just happened.  
    

    
      Leaving out certain details and embellishing where needed.  
    

    
      “But why look for the werewolf with Bedrock?”  
    

    
      “Because Bedrock is unharmed.”  
    

    
      What?  
    

    
      As I tilted my head, the Guard Captain quickly continued.  
    

    
      “It’s certain the werewolf came here, but Bedrock’s fine, isn’t he? So I thought maybe Bedrock was hiding the werewolf.”  
    

    
      “I see.”  
    

    
      “Right.”  
    

    
      I stared at the Guard Captain without a word.  
    

    
      He met my gaze without looking away.  
    

    
      ‘Does this guy think I’m an idiot?’  
    

    
      It was obviously a hastily made-up excuse.  
    

    
      I’d never heard such nonsense.  
    

    
      That’s when I became certain.  
    

    
      ‘It’s these guys, isn’t it?’  
    

    
      The ones who kidnapped Kimi.  
    

    
      I hesitated for a moment.  
    

    
      Should I turn the tables here?  
    

    
      There were city guards outside.  
    

    
      Judging by the footsteps, at least fifteen of them.  
    

    
      I was alone and Bedrock was here too.  
    

    
      ‘This is bad.’  
    

    
      If I were alone, I wouldn’t hesitate to act, but protecting Bedrock would require using a thief’s skills.  
    

    
      ‘What do I do?’  
    

    
      That’s when it happened.  
    

    
      “What’s this? Why are they all crowded at the door? Move it!”  
    

    
      A familiar voice rang out from outside.  
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      The Guard Captain turned his head toward the door.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Your friends have arrived, it seems?”  
    

    
      Saying that, he leaned back from where he’d been facing me and rested against the chair.  
    

    
      I realized it then.  
    

    
      ‘This guy was conflicted too.’  
    

    
      Whether to take me down here or not. He’d been weighing it.  
    

    
      But with the others arriving, he seemed to have changed his plan.  
    

    
      He took a step back.  
    

    
      “I hope you don’t misunderstand. I wasn’t trying to hide the magical beast issue. It’s festival season, so we just wanted to handle it quietly. I was planning to share it with you all today.”  
    

    
      “…….”  
    

    
      “So how about you help us out?”  
    

    
      “We’re supposed to find Kimi.”  
    

    
      “Haha. The magical beast is the culprit. Catch it and you’ll naturally find Kimi. We’ve actually been working on Bedrock’s request for a while. We’ve been trying.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Bullshit.  
    

    
      I’d bet anything.  
    

    
      If I hadn’t encountered the werewolf here and hadn’t run into the Guard Captain, he’d have kept this hidden forever.  
    

    
      ‘It’s obvious.’  
    

    
      Hypocritical, but I decided to play along for now.  
    

    
      “Alright, fine.”  
    

    
      “Haha. Thanks.”  
    

    
      The situation was clear.  
    

    
      But there was no solid evidence they’d kidnapped Kimi.  
    

    
      More importantly,  
    

    
      ‘There are still things to confirm.’  
    

    
       “My assistant will pass you the info on the werewolf. I’ll be waiting for good news.”  
    

    
      The Guard Captain stood, opened the door, and left.  
    

    
      Through the crack in the door, I saw the others facing off with the city guards outside.  
    

    
      “Let’s go.”  
    

    
      As the Guard Captain left with his guards, the others rushed into the house.  
    

    
      They surrounded me and bombarded me with questions.  
    

    
      “What happened, senior?”  
    

    
      “Did something else happen?”  
    

    
      “They said it was a serious discussion and no one could enter. Is it that bad?”  
    

    
      I tilted my head.  
    

    
      “Huh? They said I kept them out?”  
    

    
      “Yeah.”  
    

    
      “I didn’t do that.”  
    

    
      A brief silence.  
    

    
      Then someone’s murmur spread like thin ice.  
    

    
      “Ugh… These nobodies are really pissing me off.”  
    

    
      It was Karina.  
    

    
      Right. I wondered why she was so quiet.  
    

    
      She’d been suppressing her boiling anger.  
    

    
      “What do we do? Should I throw a fireball at them?”  
    

    
      Karina’s fingers trembled as she struggled to control her rage.  
    

    
      Then she glanced up at me.  
    

    
      “…….”  
    

    
      “Sigh. Alright, alright! Karina, you’ve really mellowed out.”  
    

    
      Karina slumped onto the table.  
    

    
      Watching her flip like that, I thought,  
    

    
      ‘I forgot to take her to Professor Ilai for a check-up.’  
    

    
      Damn it.  
    

    
      Her condition seemed to be getting worse… I’d have to take her right after this extracurricular activity.  
    

    
      No forgetting this time.  
    

    
      “What did you talk about with the Captain?”  
    

    
      Ivan asked from beside me.  
    

    
      I told them everything that had happened.  
    

    
      How I saved Bedrock from the werewolf, how the Guard Captain showed up shortly after, and what he told me about the werewolf.  
    

    
      I left out my suspicion that the city guards were the ones who kidnapped Kimi.  
    

    
      “A magical beast in a big city like this? Is that possible?”  
    

    
      “It is. Our Academy’s been hit by terrorist attacks several times already. Plus, it’s a werewolf with special abilities, right?”  
    

    
      At Yuria’s question, everyone’s eyes turned to me.  
    

    
      Yeah.  
    

    
      I’d have to confirm, but I was already considering that possibility.  
    

    
      A variant created by the cult.  
    

    
      In other words, the mastermind behind the city guards was the Beltus Cult.  
    

    
      * * *  
    

    
      Not long after the Captain left, someone arrived.  
    

    
      Introducing himself as the Guard Captain’s assistant, he handed me a document with information about the werewolf and a magitech device.  
    

    
      “What’s this?”  
    

    
      “It’s a werewolf tracker.”  
    

    
      It looked like a compass.  
    

    
      He said he didn’t know how it worked.  
    

    
      “You’ll figure it out by using it.”  
    

    
      That’s what he said.  
    

    
      “Then I’ll be off.”  
    

    
      The assistant gave a curt nod and left.  
    

    
      I looked over the document detailing the werewolf’s characteristics.  
    

    
      Appearance, size, weight, abilities, and the areas it had appeared in so far.  
    

    
      It was a detailed report covering various aspects.  
    

    
      What caught my eye was the werewolf’s ability.  
    

    
      “Stealth, huh.”  
    

    
      This werewolf was a variant that used stealth.  
    

    
      The stealth described here wasn’t hiding behind objects or terrain, or blending into bright light or pitch darkness.  
    

    
      It was complete full-body invisibility.  
    

    
      It concealed everything—presence, scent, even magical detection.  
    

    
      ‘Was there ever a werewolf like that?’  
    

    
      I shook my head.  
    

    
      Not just werewolves.  
    

    
      No variant magical beast with such stealth had ever appeared in the original story.  
    

    
      ‘Why now, of all times…’  
    

    
      The butterfly effect caused by me.  
    

    
      In other words, this variant was somehow connected to me, big or small.  
    

    
      ‘Wasn’t the Demon Council the cult faction operating in the southern region?’  
    

    
      Among the five factions of the cult, the Demon Council was the development arm.  
    

    
      They worshipped demons, aspired to emulate them, and conducted relentless research and experiments.  
    

    
      Naturally, their biological experiments disregarded life and ethics.  
    

    
      I checked the document again.  
    

    
      The werewolf’s physical traits, its small stature, and a notable scar on its face stood out.  
    

    
      At the same time, Bedrock’s words came to mind.  
    

    
      ‘I scolded Kimi harshly once. He came back from the playground with a big scratch on his face. I was so shocked that anger overtook my worry.’  
    

    
      A laugh escaped me.  
    

    
      “They hid it to deal with it quietly before the festival? Ridiculous.”  
    

    
      The werewolf was clearly an experiment of the Demon Council.  
    

    
      An important one, at that.  
    

    
      But it had escaped by some stroke of luck, and the city guards’ job was to track and capture it.  
    

    
      ‘And that variant werewolf is Kimi.’  
    

    
      That’s why the Captain had immediately pressed Bedrock about where the magical beast was hidden. 
    

    
      He knew everything.  
    

    
      All the pieces of the puzzle fit together.  
    

    
      ‘Then we need to find Kimi before the city guards do.’  
    

    
      Whether Kimi could be turned back into a human, I didn’t know.  
    

    
      But thinking back to what just happened, it seemed possible.  
    

    
      ‘It’s only his appearance that’s turned into a werewolf. Inside, he’s still Kimi.’  
    

    
      The problem was how to find Kimi first.  
    

    
      The city guards, with their greater numbers, had the advantage in tracking.  
    

    
      The good news was that the Guard Captain had shared the tracker with us.  
    

    
      ‘Does he think we don’t suspect him?’  
    

    
      Either way, it was a boon for me.  
    

    
      “He said I’d understand by using it.”  
    

    
      As the saying goes, strike while the iron’s hot. I decided to test the tracker now.  
    

    
      “Where are you going?”  
    

    
      “Just up ahead. I’ll be back soon.”  
    

    
      I glanced at the others gathered around the table and left Bedrock’s house.  
    

    
      I pulled down a small lever protruding from the side.  
    

    
      Whirr-  
    

    
      The needle inside spun and pointed in a direction.  
    

    
      Following it, I left the backyard where I’d lost the werewolf and passed through the residential area.  
    

    
      The forest I reached was…  
    

    
      ‘…the path to the abandoned mine.’  
    

    
      At the entrance to this path was the open lot where Kimi often played.  
    

    
      The playground.  
    

    
      I stepped inside.  
    

    
      The forest was shrouded in thick darkness.  
    

    
      Just in case, I strapped my longsword to my waist and activated [Night Vision] and [Detection] simultaneously.  
    

    
      Crunch, crunch…  
    

    
      But I hadn’t gone far before I had to stop.  
    

    
      The tracker’s needle suddenly started spinning wildly in place.  
    

    
      ‘What? Is it broken?’  
    

    
      I shook it around, but the needle kept spinning.  
    

    
      A defective piece?  
    

    
      “Of course they wouldn’t give me a working one.”  
    

    
      I turned off the tracker and scanned the surroundings.  
    

    
      If it had worked fine up to this point, maybe there’d be traces of Kimi.  
    

    
      And then…  
    

    
      “……Huh?”  
    

    
      I spotted a single footprint hidden in the bushes.  
    

    
      A pressed patch of dirt and a flower stem bent in an ‘L’ shape in front of it.  
    

    
      ‘A dog’s footprint.’  
    

    
      But dogs don’t walk on two legs, so these were definitely Kimi’s tracks.  
    

    
      ‘Lucky break.’  
    

    
      I moved to follow them.  
    

    
      “……!”  
    

    
      At that moment, [Detection] picked up a presence.  
    

    
      At least three.  
    

    
      Since it was obvious who’d be coming here, I quickly scattered fallen leaves over the footprint to 
    

    
      cover it.  
    

    
      Then I climbed up a tree.  
    

    
      Rustle!  
    

    
      I hid on a sturdy branch and looked down.  
    

    
      Exactly thirty seconds later, city guards appeared where I’d been standing.  
    

    
      Five of them.  
    

    
      Led by a guard leader, they were searching the area.  
    

    
      It was obvious who they were looking for.  
    

    
      The guard leader held a tracker in his hand.  
    

    
      “Huh? Hold on. Everyone, stop.”  
    

    
      The guard leader raised his hand.  
    

    
      I flinched.  
    

    
      I thought they’d detected my presence.  
    

    
      False alarm.  
    

    
      “Damn it. It’s acting up again.”  
    

    
      The guard leader shook the tracker irritably.  
    

    
      With [Focused Gaze], I saw the tracker spinning wildly, just like mine.  
    

    
      The exact same phenomenon.  
    

    
      “He disengaged his stealth here. The mana cut off.”  
    

    
      “So what do we do?”  
    

    
      “What do you mean, you idiot? Search with your eyes.”  
    

    
      At the leader’s sharp command, the guards hurriedly scoured the area.  
    

    
      That’s when I realized how the tracker worked.  
    

    
      ‘It’s purely for tracking stealth. It wasn’t broken.’  
    

    
      Kimi had simply turned off his stealth.  
    

    
      ‘I was about to toss it. Good thing I didn’t.’  
    

    
      Then it happened.  
    

    
      While looking down, I turned my head to the right.  
    

    
      In the deep, dark forest.  
    

    
      A gaze watching me was there.  
    

    
      The same gaze I’d felt before.  
    

    
      “…….”  
    

    
      The gaze vanished instantly.  
    

    
      At the same time, a commotion erupted below.  
    

    
      “Everyone, gather! Hurry!”  
    

    
      The guard leader rallied his men.  
    

    
      The needle in his tracker had stopped spinning and was pointing firmly in one direction.  
    

    
      The direction where I’d felt the gaze.  
    

    
      “That way!”  
    

    
      “He’s still nearby!”  
    

    
      I watched the scene for a moment, then opened my subspace and pulled out a skull mask and Raven.  
    

    
      Then I dropped down.  
    

    
      “What! A-An ambush!”  
    

    
      “Argh!”  
    

    
      The forest returned to silence.  
    

    
      * * *  
    

    
      The plaza I entered to continue the search was bustling with people.  
    

    
      It was the day before the festival, so the streets were especially lively, and the whole city was 
    

    
      filled with laughter and energy.  
    

    
      Amid the crowd, I checked the tracker.  
    

    
      The needle was still spinning uselessly.  
    

    
      A curse slipped out.  
    

    
      It had been like this since morning.  
    

    
      “Damn it.”  
    

    
      “What’s wrong, senior?”  
    

    
      I showed the tracker’s state to Yuria beside me.  
    

    
      “Oh…”  
    

    
      “I knew it wasn’t perfect, but it’s even more useless than I thought.”  
    

    
      I gave a bitter smile and Yuria shook her head.  
    

    
      “Don’t give up, senior. That bad werewolf will definitely get caught.”  
    

    
      Seeing Yuria clench her fist with determination brought a smile to my lips.  
    

    
      “Yeah. Thanks.”  
    

    
      Well, no wonder the city guards were struggling too.  
    

    
      The tracker only worked when Kimi used stealth.  
    

    
      When would that be?  
    

    
      ‘When he’s in danger.’  
    

    
      That meant he was hiding quietly in a safe place right now.  
    

    
      Good news, in a way, but it put us back at square one.  
    

    
      The tracker was just a shiny trinket. In the end, it was a race to see who could find him first, and the city guards, with their numbers, had the advantage.  
    

    
      “?”  
    

    
      That’s what I’d thought until now.  
    

    
      It happened while passing through the market.  
    

    
      My body suddenly froze.  
    

    
      Countless people brushed past me.  
    

    
      Yuria turned back, looking at me curiously as I stood still.  
    

    
      “Senior?”  
    

    
      “Just a sec, Yuria.”  
    

    
      I turned around.  
    

    
      I walked into a narrow alley between two buildings.  
    

    
      Yuria followed silently behind me.  
    

    
      The alley wasn’t long.  
    

    
      After two turns, I hit a dead-end wall.  
    

    
      In front of it were piles of trash swept together by the wind.  
    

    
      I stared into the pile.  
    

    
      Grrr…  
    

    
      Two bright yellow eyes gleamed.  
    

    
      “……A werewolf?”  
    

    
      Yuria quickly stepped in front of me.  
    

    
      As she reached to draw her sword from subspace, I stopped her.  
    

    
      “It’s Kimi.”  
    

    
      “What?”  
    

    
      Yuria looked up at me, as if asking what I meant.  
    

    
      “That’s Kimi.”  
    

    
      The werewolf, Kimi, rose from the trash pile.  
    

    
      His young eyes held a faint wariness.  
    

    
      I knelt on one knee to meet his gaze.  
    

    
      “Kimi.”  
    

    
      I reached out and called his name, and he rushed into my arms.  
    

    
      Whine… Whine…  
    

    
      He was unmistakably a child missing his father and home.  
    

    
      “Kimi, you were really brave. You didn’t know if we were good or bad.”  
    

    
      He must’ve seen me take down the city guards in the forest last night.  
    

    
      Kids respond best to instinct.  
    

    
      “I’ll take you home.”  
    

    
      But first,“Let’s deal with those guys over there.”  
    

    
      I turned around.  
    

    
      The alley we were in was now blocked by city guards.  
    

    

  
    Chapter 108: Chapter 108

    
      Chapter 108: Extracurricular Activity (7)
    

    
      The Guard Leader spoke.  
    

    
      “You found the magical beast?”  
    

    
      “You were tailing me?”  
    

    
      “Hand it over.”  
    

    
      “Why were you following me?”  
    

    
      The Guard Leader’s expression hardened.  
    

    
      “You lack manners. Doesn’t the Academy teach etiquette?”  
    

    
      “I learned it. But I wasn’t taught to be polite to creeps who stalk me. So, why were you following me?”  
    

    
      The Guard Leader glanced around.  
    

    
      Three squad leaders and five guards filled the alley.  
    

    
      There were even more outside.  
    

    
      They’d come fully prepared when they followed Gerard.  
    

    
      Perhaps that’s why.  
    

    
      A thick smile spread across his face as he looked back at Gerard.  
    

    
      “Heh heh. Judging by your attitude, you’re not going to hand it over willingly.”  
    

    
      The Guard Leader raised his sword and asked,“Was it you who attacked my men last night?”  
    

    
      Gerard denied it with a brazen expression.  
    

    
      “Me? Nope.”  
    

    
      “Keke. You’re lying. You were the only one who left the house at that time. We followed you to hold you accountable for that.”  
    

    
      “No idea what you’re talking about. I was meeting the Guard Captain at that time.”  
    

    
      The Guard Leader’s face stiffened.  
    

    
      “I-Is that true?”  
    

    
      “Nope.”  
    

    
      “…….”  
    

    
      The Guard Leader stared at him, dumbfounded.  
    

    
      Then his face began to flush with rage.  
    

    
      There was nothing more to see.  
    

    
      Furious to the brim, the Guard Leader drew his sword.  
    

    
      At the same time, all his men assumed combat stances.  
    

    
      Yuria quickly stepped in.  
    

    
      “Wait a minute. Are you turning on allies without even checking, in a city like Roenberg? This child here isn’t a magical beast. He’s human.”  
    

    
      “Kuk kuk. That’s human? That looks human to you?”  
    

    
      “More human than you lot, at least.”  
    

    
      Gerard drew his longsword as well.  
    

    
      “……Senior.”  
    

    
      Yuria looked at him.  
    

    
      Her eyes showed confusion.  
    

    
      Well, I understood.  
    

    
      Yuria didn’t know.  
    

    
      What they’d done to Kimi, why they were after Kimi, and who was behind them.  
    

    
      All Yuria knew was that Kimi had become a werewolf.  
    

    
      That was it.  
    

    
      From her perspective, there wasn’t enough reason to fight.  
    

    
      Shing──  
    

    
      But she drew her sword and stood beside Gerard.  
    

    
      To her, Gerard himself was reason enough.  
    

    
      The alley soon turned into a blood-soaked battlefield.  
    

    
      Pow pow pow!  
    

    
      Starting with the Guard Leader’s scream, the city guards fell like leaves before the two of them.  
    

    
      It wasn’t a fight.  
    

    
      It was a cleanup.  
    

    
      When we emerged from the alley, the entrance was surrounded by a massive crowd, including the other cadets who’d been scattered.  
    

    
      “Senior Gerard? W-What’s…”  
    

    
      “What the hell did you just do?”  
    

    
      Their eyes darted between the two of us and the scene in the alley, finally landing on the werewolf. 
    

    
       
    

    
      A brief silence.  
    

    
      Then.  
    

    
      “Kyaa, kyaaa!”  
    

    
      “It’s a magical beast! A magical beast──!”  
    

    
      The citizens scattered like ants after a nuclear blast.  
    

    
      Yeah.  
    

    
      The festival was ruined.  
    

    
      Completely.  
    

    
      “…….”  
    

    
      Karina and the others stared at Gerard, who stood still.  
    

    
      Their eyes demanded an explanation.  
    

    
      Ivan’s gaze was particularly sharp.  
    

    
      “We’ll talk while we move. Let’s get out of here first. Yuria? Carry Kimi.”  
    

    
      “Yes, senior!”  
    

    
      The explanation was simple.  
    

    
      Gerard mixed truth with the lie he’d prepared.  
    

    
      “Last night, when I went for a walk to clear my head, I overheard something. The werewolf was Kimi, and the city guards were kidnapping Roenberg citizens to send to a lab.”  
    

    
      “Oh. So?”  
    

    
      “Yeah. I couldn’t hold back and took them down.”  
    

    
      “I knew it. Something smelled fishy.”  
    

    
      Karina snapped irritably as soon as she heard.  
    

    
      “Anyway, sorry for acting without discussing it. Even as team leader, I should’ve coordinated with you all.”  
    

    
      “What’s this guy talking about? You’re supposed to punish bad guys like that on the spot.”  
    

    
      “So, this werewolf…”  
    

    
      At Ivan’s question, Gerard nodded.  
    

    
      “Yeah. It’s Kimi.”  
    

    
      Ivan’s eyes darkened.  
    

    
      “What’s the plan now?”  
    

    
      “What plan? We contact Icata and have them all locked up. Right?”  
    

    
      Gerard didn’t answer.  
    

    
      Truthfully, a full-on fight with the city guards was an accident he hadn’t anticipated.  
    

    
      ‘I was going to take it step by step.’  
    

    
      But since it had come to this, he decided to push forward quickly.  
    

    
      Having made his decision, Gerard changed direction.  
    

    
      “Senior, this isn’t the way to Bedrock’s place.”  
    

    
      Gerard nodded.  
    

    
      “If we go there, Bedrock will be in danger. I think it’s better to face them head-on.”  
    

    
      “So…”  
    

    
      “Yeah. We’re going to the City Guard Office.”  
    

    
      * * *  
    

    
      “Enemies!”  
    

    
      That’s what a guard leader shouted the moment he saw us at the City Guard Office entrance.  
    

    
      Yelling that, he raised his sword and charged.  
    

    
      ‘Enemies, huh.’  
    

    
      I smirked.  
    

    
      I was actually grateful they were so openly hostile.  
    

    
      I told the others,“Let’s head to the Captain’s office on the third floor.”  
    

    
      What followed was a festival of a different kind.  
    

    
      “Argh!”  
    

    
      “Gaaaah!”  
    

    
      Crack──!  
    

    
      “My arm! My arm’s frozen!”  
    

    
      The city guards were no match for us to begin with.  
    

    
      They were just ordinary people with basic military training.  
    

    
      It was almost unfair to compare them to the Capital Defense Force in Icata.  
    

    
      And us?  
    

    
      ‘The ultimate dream team.’  
    

    
      Ivan, Yuria, Karina, Rachel.  
    

    
      Even among the stars at the Academy, these were the geniuses who stood out.  
    

    
      Honestly, I thought they were better than my peers, the 888th class.  
    

    
      They’d even overcome real battles not seen in the original story.  
    

    
      Bam!  
    

    
      To the Roenberg city guards, we were a walking disaster.  
    

    
      So, I didn’t kill them.  
    

    
      Some might just be following orders from the Guard Captain, unfairly caught up in this.  
    

    
      ‘But still.’  
    

    
      Considering the merciless imperial laws against evildoers, they might be better off dead.  
    

    
      “I can’t believe this.”  
    

    
      We’d just cleared the first floor when it happened.  
    

    
      A man stood at the second-floor railing, looking down at us.  
    

    
      It was the Guard Captain.  
    

    
      “Academy cadets, who should be protecting citizens by defeating magical beasts, are instead shielding one and turning their swords on their own people.”  
    

    
      “…….”  
    

    
      “Is this right?”  
    

    
      His words, invoking the Academy’s ideals, struck deep.  
    

    
      But none of the others wavered.  
    

    
      They trusted my words and judgment more than his sweet talk.  
    

    
      It made sense. 
    

    
      The Guard Captain didn’t know, but how many battles had I fought alongside them? 
    

    
      How much trust had we built?  
    

    
      ‘I’ve really lived hard.’  
    

    
      Feeling a sense of pride, I looked up at the Guard Captain.  
    

    
      “It’s not too late. Hand over that filthy magical beast now, and I’ll treat everything so far as a childish mistake and let it slide.”  
    

    
      “And if I refuse?”  
    

    
      “Then I’ll send an official complaint to the Academy. I’ll also tip off Royal Dream to make it public. The consequences for you won’t be light.”  
    

    
      He added, emphasizing,“No, I’ll personally ensure you’re stripped of your cadet status. In my view, you lack the qualities of heroic cadets… Why are you laughing?”
    

    
       
    

    
      The Guard Captain glared at me.  
    

    
      That’s when I realized I was laughing.  
    

    
      “Oh. I didn’t mean to laugh. Couldn’t control my expression.”  
    

    
      “Why are you laughing?”  
    

    
      “Because it’s funny.”  
    

    
      “What’s funny?”  
    

    
      I answered honestly.  
    

    
      “Well, the part about lodging a formal complaint with the Academy and ensuring we’re stripped of our cadet status. All of that?”  
    

    
      “Kuk kuk. You think I can’t do it? I have more connections in the capital than you know. I know central nobles and have ties to the Academy.”  
    

    
      So, he wanted to play a connections game with me.  
    

    
      My smile grew wider at the pathetic threat.  
    

    
      No, honestly, how could I not laugh?  
    

    
      ‘It’s absurd.’  
    

    
      For reference, in the Frey Empire, three figures hold immense power, second only to the Emperor.  
    

    
      One is the current Central Knights Commander, Marquis Yamad Leonhardt.  
    

    
      Another is the master of the Magic Tower, Duke Zain, a Grand Mage.  
    

    
      And the last is the Academy’s Dean, Bell Toro.  
    

    
      And two of them are backing us.  
    

    
      Duke Zain and Dean Bell Toro.  
    

    
      So what?  
    

    
      You know central nobles and have ties to the Academy?  
    

    
      ‘Big deal.’  
    

    
      I glanced at Karina, who was scoffing, completely unfazed by the threat.  
    

    
      “Phew. No choice, then. Let the magical beast teach these kids a lesson.”  
    

    
      The Guard Captain, with an uncomfortable expression, gave the order to attack.  
    

    
      The guards charged again.  
    

    
      Hesitantly.  
    

    
      They followed orders, but they all knew the overwhelming skill gap was insurmountable, even with their numbers.  
    

    
      And the Guard Captain must’ve known it too.  
    

    
      ‘Is he banking on something?’  
    

    
      Just in case, I warned the others.  
    

    
      “I’ll take responsibility for the thinking, the choices, and the consequences—everything as the team leader (with Bell Toro behind me). So don’t worry and focus on protecting Kimi.”  
    

    
      “Yes!”  
    

    
      I’d already told Kimi.  
    

    
      Yuria was protecting him now, but if a situation arose where we couldn’t, he should use stealth to escape.  
    

    
      Looking up, the Guard Captain was still on the second floor.  
    

    
      He’d had plenty of time to flee, but he was acting relaxed.  
    

    
      ‘He’s definitely got something up his sleeve.’  
    

    
      My prediction was spot-on.  
    

    
      Moments later, the back door opened and two men entered.  
    

    
      Feathered hats and billowing cloaks. 
    

    
       
    

    
      Underneath, leather armor and long scabbards were faintly visible.  
    

    
      They resembled Central Knights at a glance, but they were the Roenberg Knights, a private knight order in Roenberg.  
    

    
      The Guard Captain’s face visibly brightened as they entered.  
    

    
      “There they are!”  
    

    
      The knights revealed their hostility the moment they saw us.  
    

    
      As I locked eyes with one of them, I sensed an unsettling aura.  
    

    
      ‘What? This guy’s no knight.’  
    

    
      A high cleric of the cult.  
    

    
      If that’s the case, was there any need to hold back?  
    

    
      Crack!  
    

    
      My sword, thrown instantly, pierced straight through the knight’s chest.  
    

    
      It didn’t stop there.  
    

    
      I snatched a guard’s sword swinging from the side and threw it at the other knight.  
    

    
      The knight, muttering something while looking at Kimi, had his throat pierced like a skewer.  
    

    
      Thud!  
    

    
      He collapsed pathetically.  
    

    
      I didn’t catch what he was saying.  
    

    
      Probably trying to use dark magic or something.  
    

    
      What was clear was that the city guards’ hope and faith vanished as quickly as it appeared.  
    

    
      The surroundings fell into a heavy silence, all eyes fixed on the knights who’d turned into cold corpses upon entry.  
    

    
      Then they stared at me, dazed.  
    

    
      “What? That’s demonic aura.”  
    

    
      “A dark mage? Not a Roenberg knight?”  
    

    
      Karina and Yuria, sensing the demonic aura emanating from the knights’ bodies, shouted.  
    

    
      Flinch-  
    

    
      That’s when I saw it.  
    

    
      Most of the city guards trembled at their words.  
    

    
      That meant the majority knew about the cult’s misdeeds, ignored them, and even participated.  
    

    
      “From now on, anyone who stands in our way will be judged as complicit with these dark mages and summarily executed on the spot by the authority of Academy heroic cadets. So.”  
    

    
      Looking straight into the guards’ eyes, I continued.  
    

    
      “Interfere from now on, and you’ll all die by my hand.”  
    

    
      Clang.  
    

    
      The sword of the man who seemed to be the Guard Leader dropped to the ground first.  
    

    
      That was the start.  
    

    
      The other guards dropped their weapons one by one, clearing the way.  
    

    
      “You idiots! Fight! I said fight, you morons! Have you forgotten who’s behind us? Or are you done making money? Huh!?”  
    

    
      Desperate shouts echoed from above.  
    

    
      I looked up.  
    

    
      “Eek!”  
    

    
      The Guard Captain, meeting my eyes, fled inside in terror.  
    

    
      “Wait right there.”  
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      I hurriedly chased after the Guard Captain.
    

    
       
    

    
      He had already climbed to the third floor and slipped into his office.  
    

    
      Click, the sound of the office door locking.  
    

    
      Boom!  
    

    
      I smashed the door and entered, only to see the Guard Captain trying to escape through the window.  
    

    
      “Where do you think you’re going?”  
    

    
      My outstretched fingers grabbed his hair.  
    

    
      The Guard Captain screamed in pain as his scalp was torn.  
    

    
      “Arghhh!”  
    

    
      By now, Roenberg’s citizens had gathered in front of the City Guard Office.  
    

    
      The crowd below murmured as they watched us.  
    

    
      It lingered like that for a moment.  
    

    
      A public execution.  
    

    
      The horrific crime of the Guard Captain, kidnapping a child and sending him to a biological lab, was something every person in this city needed to know.  
    

    
      ‘And I don’t plan to stop here.’  
    

    
      I yanked the struggling man up and threw him back into the office.  
    

    
      Thud!  
    

    
      “Ugh…”  
    

    
      The Guard Captain, rolling across the floor, tried to stand, leaning against the wall.  
    

    
      But his legs kept giving out, and he collapsed repeatedly.  
    

    
      His face was a mess, covered in blood from his torn scalp, and his eyes, staring at me, were filled with fear and dread.  
    

    
      Yeah.  
    

    
      This was the true face of the man representing Roenberg’s law enforcement.  
    

    
      Even with a sword at his waist, he didn’t think to draw it.  
    

    
      He sent his men forward but didn’t know how to fight himself.  
    

    
      A coward who ignored the pleas of the citizens he was supposed to protect and succumbed to temptation.  
    

    
      I approached him slowly.  
    

    
      “H-Haha. Let’s do this. I’ll talk to the Academy. I’ll say you perfectly resolved Bedrock’s request.”  
    

    
      “No need.”  
    

    
      “There’s more! I’ll personally ask the mayor to ensure you’re rewarded for your merits. How’s that?”  
    

    
      One mystery was solved.  
    

    
      I’d always wondered how, in the original story, they found Kimi when he was nowhere to be found.  
    

    
      ‘So that’s how it was resolved.’  
    

    
      Unfortunately, that wouldn’t work on me.  
    

    
      “P-Please, just let me off this once. I have a family waiting for me at home.”  
    

    
      He grabbed my shoe, looking up with a pitiful expression.  
    

    
      I felt no sympathy.  
    

    
      Just amusement.  
    

    
      “What did you do when Bedrock begged like that?”  
    

    
      “T-That… I had no choice!”  
    

    
      “No choice?”  
    

    
      “Yes! I may be the Guard Captain in name, but I’m just a commoner living in Roenberg, aren’t I? I have four kids to feed and my sick parents… You don’t know how much money it takes to support a big family, how hard I have to work!”  
    

    
      Pathetic emotional manipulation.
    

    
       
    

    
      I tilted my head.  
    

    
      “What nonsense. Why should I care about that?”  
    

    
      “……!”  
    

    
      “Nobody held a sword to your throat. You chose to live like this and this situation is the result of your choices. Right?”  
    

    
      “Y-Yes. I… I was wrong a hundred times. I’m begging you.”  
    

    
      The Guard Captain knelt and pleaded.  
    

    
      “Just spare my life, please. Okay?”  
    

    
      “Who said I was going to kill you?”  
    

    
      I smirked and grabbed his collar, forcing him to stand.  
    

    
      “I’m going to ask you a few questions. You’d better answer well. Your fate depends on it.”  
    

    
      The Guard Captain nodded, his face filled with fear.  
    

    
      “Good. Is the mayor of Roenberg in on it too?”  
    

    
      “N-No. That idiot doesn’t know anything.”  
    

    
      “Then what about those knights earlier?”  
    

    
      “Those… They were people infiltrated into the Roenberg Knights, just in case. But there aren’t many of them.”  
    

    
      Unexpected.  
    

    
      I thought the Roenberg mayor, or even the Roenberg Knights, would be compromised by the Demon Council, but it seemed that wasn’t the case.  
    

    
      “You’re not lying?”  
    

    
      “Absolutely not! I swear on my family…”  
    

    
      That’s when it happened.  
    

    
      The Guard Captain, pouring out his sincerity, suddenly clamped his mouth shut.  
    

    
      “What? Why’d you stop talking?”  
    

    
      I furrowed my brow.  
    

    
      ‘Is he trying some clever trick?’ I suspected, but what followed erased that doubt instantly.  
    

    
      “Ugh! Uwaaah!”  
    

    
      Suddenly, the Guard Captain’s face swelled up like a bright red balloon.  
    

    
      At the grotesque sight, my jaw dropped.  
    

    
      At the same time, a chill ran down my spine.  
    

    
      A warning from [Instinct].  
    

    
      I quickly kicked the Guard Captain away and it was the right call.  
    

    
      His head, crashing against the wall, exploded, splattering blood everywhere.  
    

    
      Hiss…  
    

    
      The wall, touched by the blood, melted like it was doused in acid.  
    

    
      A shiver ran through me.  
    

    
      This was clearly the work of a suicide worm parasitizing his brain.  
    

    
      Suicide worms.  
    

    
      Hermaphroditic creatures that self-impregnate and bear only one offspring, they were vermin raised by the Demon Council.  
    

    
      Suicide worms had a peculiar ability.  
    

    
      If their offspring died, the parent worm would explode its own body in self-destruction.  
    

    
      Even as mere vermin, their love for their young was profound, transcending species—a strange creature that made you realize that. But seeing the Guard Captain fall to it felt oddly poetic.  
    

    
      ‘Karma, huh.’  
    

    
      I gave a bitter smile, looking at the headless Guard Captain.  
    

    
      I felt no pity or regret.  
    

    
      Just disappointment.  
    

    
      Because there were still things to confirm.  
    

    
      ‘The Demon Council cut off its tail.’  
    

    
      Meaning they’d realized something went wrong at their bio lab.  
    

    
      There was no time.  
    

    
      To uproot the bio lab completely, I had to move now.  
    

    
      “Senior!”  
    

    
      Just then, the others came up from below.  
    

    
      Yuria spoke.  
    

    
      “The Roenberg mayor is here.”  
    

    
      “What? The Roenberg mayor? Here?”  
    

    
      “Yes. Karina’s dealing with him.”  
    

    
      The Guard Captain had said the mayor wasn’t involved with the Demon Council.  
    

    
      It seemed he was telling the truth.  
    

    
      The mayor, coming up and seeing the Guard Captain’s body, was immediately outraged.  
    

    
      “That damn bastard, causing such a disgrace!”  
    

    
      The Roenberg mayor quickly asked me,  
    

    
      “What can I do? Tell me anything. I’ll help fully.”  
    

    
      I understood why the Guard Captain called him an idiot.  
    

    
      The Roenberg mayor was an upright man.  
    

    
      Uncompromising against injustice.  
    

    
      That was fortunate for us.  
    

    
      “For now, can you take care of the city guards downstairs?”  
    

    
      “Got it.”  
    

    
      The mayor went back to the first floor with the knights he’d brought.  
    

    
      That left just us in the Captain’s office.  
    

    
      “What now?”  
    

    
      At Ivan’s question, all eyes turned to me.  
    

    
      “Hm.”  
    

    
      Truthfully, I was thinking it over.  
    

    
      I came to the City Guard Office to judge the Guard Captain but also to extract information from him.  
    

    
      Where the lab was hidden in Roenberg and its scale.  
    

    
      I meant to find that out, but the Guard Captain died unexpectedly.  
    

    
      ‘What do I do?’  
    

    
      There was no time.  
    

    
      At this very moment, the lab’s people were likely erasing all traces and preparing to flee.  
    

    
      The Demon Council’s bio lab was, shockingly, in the abandoned mine.  
    

    
      ‘Ridiculous.’  
    

    
      The abandoned mine was the first place we searched when we arrived in Roenberg to find Kimi.  
    

    
      Naturally, we found nothing there, nor did we sense anything off.  
    

    
      ‘And it was hidden here?’  
    

    
      I looked at the mine’s internal map and finally understood.  
    

    
      ‘There was another hidden entrance inside.’  
    

    
      No wonder.  
    

    
      If I’d known this earlier, I could’ve solved it without all this trouble.  
    

    
      ‘Good thing I found out now. Let’s go.’  
    

    
      I memorized the necessary information and left the Captain’s office.  
    

    
      Before going, I stopped by the first floor, where the Roenberg mayor was detaining the city guards.  
    

    
      I had a request for him.  
    

    
      “Mayor.”  
    

    
      “Oh! Gerard.”  
    

    
      “Could you take care of Kimi?”  
    

    
      “Kimi, you mean…”  
    

    
      The mayor’s eyes turned to Kimi.  
    

    
      “And where are you cadets going?”  
    

    
      “To catch the ones kidnapping citizens.”  
    

    
      “Oh.”  
    

    
      “As I mentioned, the group that bought off the city guards might be after Kimi. Please protect Bedrock and Kimi.”  
    

    
      The mayor nodded readily.  
    

    
      “Don’t worry. I’ll arrange guards with only my most trusted people.”  
    

    
      “Thank you.”  
    

    
      It didn’t stop there.  
    

    
      “Rachel.”  
    

    
      She, standing there dazed, tilted her head at me.  
    

    
      “Yes?”  
    

    
      “You stay and protect Kimi too.”  
    

    
      “Me?”  
    

    
      “Yeah.”  
    

    
      I didn’t fully trust Rachel, but recalling the expression she showed briefly in the backyard, I doubted she’d do anything reckless.  
    

    
      ‘And her skills are the real deal.’  
    

    
      Yuria set Kimi down and Rachel cautiously called out to him.  
    

    
      “K-Kimi? Want to come to big sister?”  
    

    
      Kimi stared at Rachel, then looked back and forth between me and Yuria.  
    

    
      I smiled and nodded.  
    

    
      “It’s okay. Go ahead.”  
    

    
      “Yeah. Rachel’s my kind friend.”  
    

    
      Only then did Kimi approach Rachel, wrapping his arms around her slender waist.  
    

    
      Rachel’s face flushed red instantly.  
    

    
      ‘She’ll be fine.’  
    

    
      Right after, I left Roenberg with the others, heading for the abandoned mine in the hills.  
    

    
      * * *  
    

    
      Step, step…  
    

    
      The inside of the abandoned mine was pitch black.  
    

    
      Broken tracks and extinguished lanterns. 
    

    
      Only abandoned pickaxes hinted that this was once a mine.  
    

    
      We pressed forward, relying on the light of Karina’s magic.  
    

    
      The five factions of the Beltus Cult.  
    

    
      The Darkness Council specialized in assassination, the Death Council in necromancy, and the other factions each had their own doctrines and traits.  
    

    
      The Curse Council dealt with disease and decay.  
    

    
      The Destruction Council focused on physical strength.  
    

    
      And finally, the Demon Council was about dark magic and development.  
    

    
      Among them, the Demon Council was considered the weakest in combat.  
    

    
      Because most of its members were developers.  
    

    
      Simply put, they were like a cult version of Dayle. 
    

    
      Most clerics were researchers contributing to the cult’s advancement, with few actual combatants.  
    

    
      “Dieeee!”  
    

    
      So their ambushes were pathetically weak.  
    

    
      Clang!  
    

    
      A bottle flew in an arc through the air, shattering on the ground and sparking flames.  
    

    
      But no one in our party was foolish enough to get hit by it.  
    

    
      “Ugh!”  
    

    
      Five clerics ambushed us.  
    

    
      It took less than ten minutes to deal with them.  
    

    
      “What are these guys? Why are they so sloppy?”  
    

    
      The clerics we encountered afterward were the same.  
    

    
      We took down a total of fifteen clerics, matching the lab’s scale as noted by the Guard Captain.  
    

    
      Meaning we’d dealt with all the researchers except the head administrator.  
    

    
      But.  
    

    
      ‘Why does this feel so uneasy?’  
    

    
      At first, I thought we’d barged in so quickly that we caught them fleeing.  
    

    
      It made sense since we were still at the mine’s entrance.  
    

    
      The same place we searched on our first day in Roenberg.  
    

    
      As expected, a second ambush came, and by the third, I was certain.  
    

    
      ‘They’re deliberately luring us in.’  
    

    
      We reached what seemed like the end.  
    

    
      No, what we thought was the end of the mine’s entrance.  
    

    
      We found a space carved between the rocks.  
    

    
      That was the entrance.  
    

    
      One we hadn’t seen before.  
    

    
      “…….”  
    

    
      So we stood there, looking at each other.  
    

    
      Until now, the entrance had been hidden, but now it was wide open.  
    

    
      As if begging us to come in.  
    

    
      A trap, with a 58,000 percent chance.  
    

    
      “What do we do?”  
    

    
      Karina asked.  
    

    
      “What do you mean?”  
    

    
      “It’s obviously a trap.”  
    

    
      “So? Turn back?”  
    

    
      “No, but we don’t have to rush in right now, do we? Better safe than sorry.”  
    

    
      Ivan and Yuria looked at me, seeming to agree with Karina.  
    

    
      They were right.  
    

    
      Normally, I’d have made that call before Karina.  
    

    
      But this wasn’t a normal situation.  
    

    
      ‘I’ve got a feeling.’  
    

    
      Something was still in there.  
    

    
      Something [Gaius’s Insight] was telling me about.  
    

    
      A rising sense of anticipation.  
    

    
      Mixed with the urgency and pressure that it might disappear if I came later, it pushed my feet forward.  
    

    
      Step.  
    

    
      That single step completely separated us.  
    

    
      Rumble!  
    

    
      The entrance collapsed.  
    

    
      “Senior!”  
    

    
      Yuria’s face, reaching out to me urgently, was completely blocked by falling boulders.  
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      A heavy silence fell over the cave.  
    

    
      The entrance collapsed in an instant with a deafening roar.  
    

    
      Ivan, Yuria, and Karina stared at it with dazed expressions.  
    

    
      “T-This can’t be…”  
    

    
      Karina’s trembling hand touched the boulders blocking the way.  
    

    
      They knew it was a trap.  
    

    
      But to collapse the entrance with an explosion…  
    

    
      It was as if they’d planned to seal it from the start, triggered right above.  
    

    
      There was no warning, no time to react.  
    

    
      Through the falling rubble, Gerard’s vacant expression flashed in their minds for a moment.  
    

    
      “Noooo!”  
    

    
      Yuria screamed at that moment.  
    

    
      As if denying the reality before her, she picked up the sword she’d dropped and swung it frantically.  
    

    
      Toward what was once the mine’s entrance.  
    

    
      Clang!  
    

    
      Clank!  
    

    
      But it was futile.  
    

    
      The boulders, laced with iron, were absurdly large and solid.  
    

    
      With those rocks and sand completely sealing the entrance, even dozens of knights wielding 
    

    
      Aura Swords couldn’t have broken through.  
    

    
      Karina didn’t stand idle either.  
    

    
      She gathered all the mana she could at the tip of her staff.  
    

    
      What she needed was explosive power.  
    

    
      Karina layered the 2nd Circle spell [Explosive Will] onto a single point on her staff, stacking it repeatedly.  
    

    
      Buzzzz…  
    

    
      The cave’s air grew hot.  
    

    
      Normally, spell chaining and stacking were the domain of a Mage.  
    

    
      But the dire situation temporarily awakened Karina as a mage, pushing her latent potential to its limits.  
    

    
      “Get back, Yuria!”  
    

    
      Karina shouted with all her might and slammed her staff into a crevice between the rocks.  
    

    
      She quickly pulled Yuria and Ivan away from the spot.  
    

    
      At the same time, red lines spread like a spiderweb from the staff.  
    

    
      A blinding flash filled the entire cave.  
    

    
      Boom!  
    

    
      Flames surged and rock fragments rained down like a storm.  
    

    
      A cloud of dust filled the cave.  
    

    
      Karina blew it away with magic and looked ahead.  
    

    
      And then…  
    

    
      “……Damn.”  
    

    
      Her expression crumpled.  
    

    
      The entrance was unchanged.  
    

    
      In fact, her explosion had caused more debris to block it.  
    

    
      The method she’d risked an artifact for had ended in vain.  
    

    
      Karina felt not emptiness but uncontrollable rage.  
    

    
      “Let go.”  
    

    
      Karina spoke to Ivan, who was holding her arm.  
    

    
      “I’m going to blow this entire mine apart.”  
    

    
      “Stop it.”  
    

    
      “What? Stop? Are you crazy?”  
    

    
      Karina glared at Ivan, eyes wide.  
    

    
      “Senior’s trapped in there and you’re telling me to stop?”  
    

    
      “If you keep trying to break through like this, the whole mine will collapse. It’s better to ask the Roenberg Mayor for help and bring technicians.”  
    

    
      Karina’s lips trembled.  
    

    
      He was right.  
    

    
      Her mind agreed, but her heart, overwhelmed with emotion, didn’t want to hear it.  
    

    
      And then…  
    

    
      Clang! Clank!  
    

    
      Yuria, now standing, swung her sword at the wall as before.  
    

    
      In the end, Karina lowered her head with a despairing expression.  
    

    
      “……Fine. Go.”  
    

    
      “What about you, Karina?”  
    

    
      “I’ll stay with Yuria.”  
    

    
      Ivan looked at Yuria.  
    

    
      Tears streamed down her face like chicken droppings as she frantically hacked at the wall, showing no sign of stopping.  
    

    
      “Tell the Academy too.”  
    

    
      “Got it.”  
    

    
      Ivan gave Yuria a bitter look before turning away.  
    

    
      A complicated sigh escaped his slightly parted lips.  
    

    
      * * *  
    

    
      ‘Jackpot.’  
    

    
      That was my first thought upon seeing the collapsed entrance.  
    

    
      Yeah.  
    

    
      A jackpot.  
    

    
      ‘I was just wondering how to split off from them.’  
    

    
      Now I was certain.  
    

    
      There was something inside that [Gaius’s Insight] was pointing to.  
    

    
      Whether it was a person, an object, or a situation, I didn’t know, but it was clear I’d be cautious if I were with the others.  
    

    
      ‘And to split off so naturally like this.’  
    

    
      What perfect timing.  
    

    
      “And another thing.”  
    

    
      Among the names in the Guard Captain’s journal, I’d seen the name Papamus.  
    

    
      He was listed as the head administrator of this lab and as far as I knew, there was only one person in the Demon Council named Papamus.  
    

    
      Papamus of Pride.  
    

    
      He was a bishop of the Demon Council.  
    

    
      A bishop, a rank above high priest in the Beltus Cult, had combat prowess worlds apart despite being just one rank higher.  
    

    
      I’d briefly worried, ‘How do I take him down with the others?’  
    

    
      He was someone I’d need to use all my thief skills to defeat.  
    

    
      Sure, considering Ivan’s strength during the zombie incident, we might’ve managed somehow.  
    

    
      No, he’d grown so strong it was almost unrecognizable.  
    

    
      Compared to the original Ivan, his Aura Sword was so vivid that even among the fourth-years now, he’d have few rivals.  
    

    
      But if it came to that, there’d definitely be casualties.  
    

    
      Yuria and Karina weren’t at that level yet.  
    

    
      They could coordinate, but Papamus was naturally strong against mages.  
    

    
      “Lucky break.”  
    

    
      The recent explosion had naturally resolved those worries.  
    

    
      Step, step.  
    

    
      I ventured deep into the mine.  
    

    
      A dark, endless tunnel stretched into the mountain.  
    

    
      [Night Vision] illuminated my sight, so there was no discomfort.  
    

    
      Just in case of traps, I used [Detection] intermittently.  
    

    
      What kind of experiments were they conducting here?  
    

    
      I didn’t know exactly, but it was undoubtedly highly secretive.  
    

    
      A bio-experiment with a small team.  
    

    
      The subjects were orphans.  
    

    
      Kimi wasn’t originally a target, but according to the Guard Captain’s journal, a greedy city guard kidnapped him from the playground.  
    

    
      “Hm?”  
    

    
      That’s when it happened.  
    

    
      A fork in the path appeared ahead.  
    

    
      I checked the mine map and headed right.  
    

    
      No particular reason.  
    

    
      The chamber there was closer.  
    

    
      Step, step.  
    

    
      The chamber was blocked by an iron door.  
    

    
      I grabbed the handle and turned it, and surprisingly, it wasn’t locked.  
    

    
      Creak…  
    

    
      Inside the spacious chamber.  
    

    
      It was filled with animal cages.  
    

    
      Various magical beasts lay like corpses in iron-barred cages.  
    

    
      Orcs, goblins, gnolls, frogs, lizardmen, and more.  
    

    
      It looked like a factory for breeding magical beasts, but I knew who they really were.  
    

    
      I approached the cages step by step.  
    

    
      It was silent.  
    

    
      Even hearing my footsteps, the children didn’t move.  
    

    
      Vomit residue clung around their slightly open mouths, and their wide-open eyes vividly showed the horrific pain they’d endured before death.  
    

    
      My grip on the cage tightened involuntarily.  
    

    
      “…….”  
    

    
      I turned around.  
    

    
      Back at the fork, I took the left path.  
    

    
      Like the chamber with the caged beasts, this one also had an iron door.  
    

    
      Wide open, as if inviting me in.  
    

    
      I stepped inside.  
    

    
      “Took you long enough.”  
    

    
      And there he was.  
    

    
      Flawless blonde hair and pale white skin.  
    

    
      His frame was delicate, but paired with his beautiful appearance, it gave off a decadent vibe.  
    

    
      “How was it? Enjoy the tour?”  
    

    
      Papamus of Pride greeted me like an old friend.  
    

    
      “The tour…?”  
    

    
      “Yeah. You visited the disposal room, didn’t you?”  
    

    
      As he spoke, Papamus pointed above my head.  
    

    
      I looked up.  
    

    
      A small eyeball, likely from a beast, floated there.  
    

    
      He must’ve been watching me with it.  
    

    
      It hadn’t triggered [Detection], so it was probably made solely for spying.  
    

    
      At that moment, the eyeball vanished into thin air.  
    

    
      Like Kimi, it had stealth abilities.  
    

    
      “Welcome to my lab, Gerard. I’ve been waiting.”  
    

    
      I looked at him again.  
    

    
      “You know me?”  
    

    
      “Of course. You’re infamous in the cult for giving Cristiano and Luis a hard time. Oh, you don’t know those two or the cult, do you? It’s a thing. Don’t dig too deep.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Papamus covered his mouth and chuckled.  
    

    
      His gestures, tone, and every action felt disgusting, like a slimy laugh.  
    

    
      When had I last felt this repulsed?  
    

    
      I remembered.  
    

    
      When Cave, the Head Collector, ignored my orders and massacred guards.  
    

    
      It had been a while, but honestly, this level of anger was beyond comparison.  
    

    
      “Anyway, that’s why I separated you from your friends. I hate unnecessary killing and fighting. I only need you.”  
    

    
      “…….”  
    

    
      “I want your body, Gerard. You’re an important research subject…”  
    

    
      I didn’t want to hear more and threw a dagger.  
    

    
      Clang-!  
    

    
      The surprise attack failed.
    

    
      The dagger bounced off Papamus’s barrier.  
    

    
      “……That’s cheap.”  
    

    
      But erasing that smug smile was satisfying enough.  
    

    
      Papamus stared at me with rigid eyes.  
    

    
      “Cheap, huh.”  
    

    
      To me, that was a compliment.  
    

    
      A thief should be sneaky and underhanded.  
    

    
      “A cadet training to be a hero, acting like this?”  
    

    
      I replied coldly.  
    

    
      “For a bastard like you, this is fine.”  
    

    
      With that, I activated [Starlight] from Star’s Blessing.  
    

    
      “Ho. An artifact that boosts physical abilities?”  
    

    
      Ignoring him, I kicked off the ground and swung both arms.  
    

    
      Daggers shot out faster than before.  
    

    
      Even infused with mana, the result was the same.  
    

    
      Clang!  
    

    
      They all bounced off Papamus’s barrier.  
    

    
      But it was a feint.  
    

    
      Among them, a single hidden dagger.  
    

    
      [Barrier Nullification]  
    

    
      The dagger, slicing silently through the darkness, pierced Papamus’s barrier and lodged in his chest.  
    

    
      ‘Got him.’  
    

    
      No.  
    

    
      It almost did, but a figure suddenly appeared and blocked it.  
    

    
      As if it had been there all along, the ‘thing’ deflected the dagger and glared at me.  
    

    
      I was rushing in to finish the job but backed off at the unexpected third party’s appearance.  
    

    
      ‘……What is that?’  
    

    
      It was a grotesque creature.  
    

    
      Human-like, but it had no eyes or nose where a face should be.  
    

    
      Only a mouth.  
    

    
      Sharp, thorn-like teeth lined its slightly open mouth, and a thick tail trailed behind its muscular body.  
    

    
      A creature neither human nor beast.  
    

    
      ‘Chimera.’  
    

    
      And…  
    

    
      ‘It vanished.’  
    

    
      It used stealth too.  
    

    
      Whoosh!  
    

    
      Dodging its attack was purely instinctual.  
    

    
      As the chimera vanished, I used [Ghost Step] to move aside, spotting five claw marks where I’d stood.  
    

    
      ‘This is crazy.’  
    

    
      This thing and the spying eyeball, were creatures that didn’t appear in the original story.  
    

    
      “Kuk kuk! What do you think? My new creation. The final form of this bio-experiment, you could say. Cool, right?” 
    

    
       
    

    
      I bit my lip.  
    

    
      Invisible, undetectable, it was hard enough to dodge, let alone attack.  
    

    
      There was only one answer.  
    

    
      ‘Aim for the head.’  
    

    
      I quickly activated [Dagger Shift].  
    

    
      “Huh?”  
    

    
      Papamus flinched as I vanished from my spot.  
    

    
      I reappeared right beside him.  
    

    
      I swung Raven immediately, but felt nothing in my hand.  
    

    
      Papamus had already used [Spatial Leap] to vanish.  
    

    
      [Demon’s Touch]  
    

    
      Reappearing behind me, Papamus unleashed dark magic.  
    

    
      Multiple black hands sprouted around him. 
    

    
      They grabbed the daggers scattered on the ground and flung them into a corner of the chamber.  
    

    
      He’d instantly identified and countered [Dagger Shift]’s weakness.  
    

    
      “Kuk… This way, you can’t use that weird vision, right?”  
    

    
      “…….”  
    

    
      “By the way, what’s with you, Gerard? Aren’t you a heroic cadet? How’s a heroic cadet using a thief’s powers?”  
    

    
      My expression hardened.  
    

    
      This guy knew about thief visions.  
    

    
      He didn’t recognize Raven, so he didn’t know about Shadow.  
    

    
      ‘Has he fought another thief before?’  
    

    
      My thoughts were interrupted by the chimera’s attack.  
    

    
      Bam!  
    

    
      …It was a dead end.  
    

    
      The invisible chimera’s attacks were bad enough, but now Papamus joined in, casting dark magic from a distance.  
    

    
      Boom! Bang!  
    

    
      [Dagger Shift] was blocked.  
    

    
      If I managed to close in with [Dark Sprint], Papamus would use [Spatial Leap] to keep his 
    

    
      distance.  
    

    
      And then the breaking point came.  
    

    
      “……!”  
    

    
      Looking down, I saw the ground swelling beneath me.  
    

    
      “Got you.”  
    

    
      I quickly raised Raven.  
    

    
      Boom!  
    

    
      An explosion rocked the world around me.  
    

    
      My body slammed into the wall, a dull impact hitting me like a hammer.  
    

    
      Thud.  
    

    
      I collapsed flat on the ground.  
    

    
      A cold sensation touched my neck.  
    

    
      The chimera, no longer in stealth, held its claws to my throat.  
    

    
      “Goddamn it…”  
    

    
      A curse slipped out.  
    

    
      Had I ever been cornered like this?  
    

    
      As expected of a bishop.  
    

    
      Not easy.  
    

    
      Not easy at all.  
    

    
      …And honestly, it felt infuriatingly unfair.  
    

    
      ‘Two against one? That’s too much.’  
    

    
      If it were just Papamus, it would’ve been different, I told myself, clinging to a mental victory.  
    

    
      “Hmm. Is it over?”  
    

    
      Papamus asked.  
    

    
      Not to me.  
    

    
      Nod.  
    

    
      The chimera, answering, waited for Papamus’s next order.  
    

    
      “How does a heroic cadet use the same skills as that guy?”  
    

    
      Papamus muttered, approaching me.  
    

    
      “That guy?”  
    

    
      “Hm? Oh, yeah. There’s this crazy guy.”  
    

    
      “What’s his name? Where is he now?”  
    

    
      “Mm. Telling you isn’t hard.”  
    

    
      Papamus, chuckling with his hand over his mouth, suddenly turned serious.  
    

    
      “A test subject dares to ask questions?”  
    

    
      “…….”  
    

    
      “Cut off his arms and legs. So he can’t escape.”  
    

    
      The chimera moved as ordered.  
    

    
      Pressing its claws against my neck, it raised its other hand.  
    

    
      Bam!  
    

    
      And its head exploded.  
    

    
      “……Huh?”  
    

    
      In the sudden turn of events, I blinked dumbly, covered in the chimera’s blood and brains.  
    

    
      In that fleeting moment, the flash that pierced its head was unmistakably a dagger.  
    

    
      And that dagger was one I’d given to someone as a gift.  
    

    
      “…….”  
    

    
      I turned to the direction the dagger came from.  
    

    
      There, a pitch-black subspace gaped wide open.  
    

    
      …I felt it.  
    

    
      An overwhelming presence blooming from within death.  
    

    
      Thud! Boom! Thud! Boom!  
    

    
      At that moment, my heart raced wildly.  
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      The inside of my subspace was a realm entirely made of my mana. 
    

    
       
    

    
      There was only one person capable of forcibly opening it without my will.  
    

    
      And so, I instinctively knew.  
    

    
      ‘The Necromantic Orb has been shattered.’  
    

    
      A dry gulp slid down my throat.  
    

    
      The joy of an unexpected reunion.  
    

    
      The anticipation and excitement of wondering how Clatter had changed.  
    

    
      And the worry—perhaps it had become a monster with nothing but lingering thoughts.  
    

    
      ‘Bone Dragon Antakagon.’  
    

    
      As I recalled that dreadful calamity and stared at the subspace with a complicated gaze, it happened.  
    

    
      Snap──!
       
    

    
      A sharp sound struck the walls of the cavern, echoing in all directions.  
    

    
      As if it was saying it had missed me.  
    

    
      Rustle!
       
    

    
      A blurry figure leapt out from the subspace and landed on the ground.  
    

    
      A man wrapped in tattered bandages, dressed in ragged clothes.  
    

    
      Clatter hadn’t changed.  
    

    
      Not outwardly, nor inwardly.  
    

    
      Clatter appeared before me exactly as he had been before entering the Necromantic Orb.  
    

    
      Snap!
       
    

    
      But there was something different.  
    

    
      Clatter turned his head to stare at Papamus.  
    

    
      In that moment, the aura he exuded was so intense it made my skin tingle from behind.  
    

    
      “What’s that? Who are you.”  
    

    
      Papamus flinched and took a step back.  
    

    
      He wasn’t foolish enough to miss that this sudden intruder was on my side.  
    

    
      Moreover, the power emanating from Clatter was far from ordinary, leaving Papamus visibly tense.  
    

    
      “Gerard. Is this your ally? That can’t be right. Wait, hold on. This energy….”  
    

    
      His eyes, focused on Clatter, suddenly widened in shock.  
    

    
      “W-Wait, an undead? What’s going on, Gerard! Weren’t you a hero cadet? How are you using necromancy….”  
    

    
      I cut him off.  
    

    
      “Why should I tell you when you’re about to die anyway?”  
    

    
      “…What?”  
    

    
      “It felt good ganging up on me earlier, didn’t it?”  
    

    
      I slung Raven over my shoulder and smirked.  
    

    
      “The tables have turned.”  
    

    
      Pfha!
       Papamus let out a twisted laugh.  
    

    
      “Do I look like an easy target to you?”  
    

    
      Snap!
       Papamus clicked his fingers together.  
    

    
      A dark magic formula rapidly formed, spreading across the ground.  
    

    
      “Struggle all you want.”  
    

    
      Papamus, now floating in the air, chuckled mockingly.  
    

    
      At the same time—  
    

    
      Boom!
       
    

    
      The ground erupted in a chain of explosions.  
    

    
      I immediately used [Dagger Shift].  
    

    
      I reappeared in a corner of the cavern.  
    

    
      But that spot was still within the range of Papamus’s dark magic, so I quickly gathered my daggers and lunged forward.  
    

    
      “Hahahaha!”  
    

    
      That damned bastard seemed intent on blowing the entire mine to pieces.  
    

    
      Papamus unleashed a maniacal laugh as he triggered indiscriminate explosions.  
    

    
      Below, I saw Clatter charging toward Papamus, his sole target.  
    

    
      Dodging the explosions with shadow-like movements, Clatter retrieved a dagger that had shattered a chimera’s head, then kicked off the wall and leapt upward.  
    

    
      Tat-tat!
       
    

    
      The dagger in Clatter’s hand surged with the energy of death.  
    

    
      That power was strong enough to shatter Papamus’s protective barrier, which is why Papamus chose not to rely on his shield but instead used [Spatial Leap].  
    

    
      ‘Now’s my chance.’  
    

    
      In that instant, a dagger left my hand.  
    

    
      [Spatial Leap].  
    

    
      This vision, which maximized a mage’s survivability, allowed the caster to instantly teleport to any location within their line of sight—a near-cheat-like ability.  
    

    
      But that strength was also its weakness.  
    

    
      Just like now.  
    

    
      Whoosh!
       
    

    
      From Papamus’s perspective, he had evaded Clatter’s attack by teleporting, only to find a dagger hurtling toward him out of nowhere.  
    

    
      Even in that fleeting moment, he managed to deploy a protective barrier, but the dagger I threw was an artifact imbued with a [Barrier Nullification] formula.  
    

    
      ‘Too bad for you.’  
    

    
      “Arghhh!”  
    

    
      Perhaps feeling pain for the first time in his life, Papamus let out a scream that tore through the air as he plummeted.  
    

    
      Clatter and I relentlessly hurled daggers at the falling Papamus.  
    

    
      Thud!
       
    

    
      Thud!
       
    

    
      By the time Papamus crashed into the ground, his piercing screams had ceased.  
    

    
      I approached him.  
    

    
      Cough.
       
    

    
      Papamus’s body was riddled with daggers.  
    

    
      Each one was embedded in a vital spot, a state so severe that even Professor Ilai couldn’t have saved him.  
    

    
      “I… I don’t want to die….”  
    

    
      “Then struggle. Who knows? Maybe you’ll survive.”  
    

    
      At my words, his body trembled violently before going limp.  
    

    
      He was dead.  
    

    
      I didn’t think much of it.  
    

    
      Death isn’t good or bad—it just is. 
    

    
      But this death suited him, that was my first thought. 
    

    
      The second was that the battle had ended more easily than I’d anticipated.  
    

    
      ‘Of course, that was thanks to an unexpected ally.’  
    

    
      I turned to look at Clatter.  
    

    
      He was looking back at me.  
    

    
      In his dark pupils, I could see a swirl of countless emotions.  
    

    
      I figured mine were probably similar.  
    

    
      Truth be told, I’d been fighting the urge to grin ever since he appeared.  
    

    
      Finally, I let out a wide smile and said what I’d been holding back.  
    

    
      “Good to see you. I’ve been waiting.”  
    

    
      Clatter’s jaw clicked as he opened his arms and embraced me.  
    

    
      * * *  
    

    
      After catching up with Clatter and sending him back to the subspace, I surveyed the cavern.  
    

    
      According to the mine’s internal map, there was no separate exit.  
    

    
      But Papamus had blown up the entrance—the only way out. Analyzing his actions, I concluded he must have prepared an escape route somewhere.  
    

    
      Sure enough, behind a protruding wall, I found an entrance concealed by a camouflage tarp that blended with the rocks.  
    

    
      ‘A bed, a drawer, a desk….’  
    

    
      It was Papamus’s quarters.  
    

    
      I searched the area, but there was no secret passage or escape route leading outside.  
    

    
      ‘What’s going on? This doesn’t make sense.’  
    

    
      Papamus clearly feared death.  
    

    
      Yet, a guy like that would trap himself in this lab, intending to die alongside me?  
    

    
      ‘No way.’  
    

    
      Sure, he’d caused a chain of explosions like a madman, but their power was less than half of what he’d shown in the original story.  
    

    
      That meant he’d controlled the force to avoid collapsing the mine.  
    

    
      ‘So why isn’t there an exit?’  
    

    
      I approached his desk.  
    

    
      On it lay his research journal.  
    

    
      I skimmed through it just in case.  
    

    
      [The more I researched, the clearer it became that the power of visions and artifacts is fundamentally different. When I applied the cult’s infusion ritual, which transfers an artifact’s power to a beast, to a vision, the beast’s body couldn’t withstand it and collapsed.]  
    

    
      [After many trials and errors, I realized the issue was intelligence. A vision is a value refined over countless years through the insights of nations, families, schools, guilds, and individuals. Could a mere beast possibly harness such an unprecedented power? It was an arrogant and foolish notion.]  ‘
    

    
      [After much thought, I decided to use intelligent beings—humans. It’s simple math. Instead of a dim-witted beast, I’d infuse the vision into a human, specifically a human in their growth phase with an open mind. Progress was slow at first, but as expected, the vision integrated well with the human body, and by combining parts of their body with a beast….]  
    

    
      I stopped there and quickly flipped back to the earlier pages.  
    

    
      I didn’t care about the ideology or methods behind Papamus’s grotesque experiments.  
    

    
      I was interested in one thing only.  
    

    
      The vision.  
    

    
      ‘It’s definitely Stealth.’  
    

    
      The chimera, the spying eyes, and the newly completed chimera—all of them shared one trait: stealth.  
    

    
      ‘And something that didn’t appear in the original story.’  
    

    
      I read from the beginning of the journal.  
    

    
      Soon, I found what I was looking for.  
    

    
      [He barged into my lab out of nowhere.]  
    

    
      The time was one year ago.  
    

    
      Just before Papamus came to Roenberg.  
    

    
      [He was incredibly strong. Without his disability, he might have been on par with an archbishop. I was consumed by an intense desire to study his body.]  
    

    
      [But it took less than ten minutes to realize my arrogance. Most of my high clerics were killed… (omitted). When I finally defeated him, all that remained was emptiness and rage.]  
    

    
      [Then it happened. My anger vanished. I found a vision tome in his possession. A vision tome! I quickly examined it. Its name was ‘Stealth.’]  
    

    
      The rest connected to the latter part I’d already read.  
    

    
      Without [The Thief’s Breath], Papamus couldn’t learn or use it.  
    

    
      So, he resorted to the cult’s infusion ritual to transfer the artifact’s power into a body, but since visions and artifacts were fundamentally different, he turned to these biological experiments.  
    

    
      Snap!
       
    

    
      I closed the journal.  
    

    
      “Stealth….”  
    

    
      Yes, it was strange.  
    

    
      Papamus immediately recognized the vision I used as a thief’s power and spoke as if he’d fought one before.  
    

    
      Now, the mystery was solved.  
    

    
      The man who single-handedly wrecked Papamus’s lab.  
    

    
      He was undoubtedly from Shadow.  
    

    
      A name came to mind.  
    

    
      ‘Kanabi.’  
    

    
      One of Shadow’s Three Seats, specializing in disruption.  
    

    
      According to Luis, he was second only to Magello in combat prowess.  
    

    
      “…You were alive.”  
    

    
      Just one year ago.  
    

    
      He was still alive back then.  
    

    
      ‘Why didn’t you come find us?’  
    

    
      Did he think we were done for?  
    

    
      …It was possible.  
    

    
      One year ago, before the cult’s full support, Shadow was still in hiding, biding their time.  
    

    
      ‘But you could’ve at least looked for us.’  
    

    
      It was regrettable.  
    

    
      I didn’t know why.  
    

    
      Whether it was one year or ten, it was all in the past, and he was someone I’d never even met, but my heart felt strangely heavy.  
    

    
      Magello returned to us as Clatter.  
    

    
      Rendal left behind Dayle as his successor.  
    

    
      But Kanabi? He had nothing.  
    

    
      He didn’t come back.  
    

    
      “…I’ve avenged you.”  
    

    
      I offered a brief moment of silence for him, wherever he was, and turned away.  
    

    
      There was no exit.  
    

    
      But I knew where it was.  
    

    
      Returning to the experimental cavern, I saw Papamus’s now-rigid corpse.  
    

    
      With an impassive expression, I searched his body as if handling an object.  
    

    
      And then, I pulled out a book.  
    

    
      [Stealth].  
    

    
      People always keep their prized treasures close.  
    

    
      Papamus had carried the vision tome on his person.  
    

    
      But that wasn’t all.  
    

    
      Tucked between the pages, serving as a bookmark, was a scroll.  
    

    
      A scroll inscribed with the formula for [Spatial Transfer].  
    

    
      Without hesitation, I tore it open.  
    

    
      * * *  
    

    
      There was an attack.  
    

    
      A high cleric from the Demon Council, disguised as a Roenberg knight.  
    

    
      He targeted Kimi, but Rachel had foreseen it and stopped him.  
    

    
      In the end, Rachel killed him.  
    

    
      It wasn’t because of Gerard’s order to protect Kimi.  
    

    
      It was simply because she despised the Demon Council.  
    

    
      ‘Filthy bastards.’  
    

    
      Rachel already loathed the cult, but their method of kidnapping children ignited an even greater rage within her.  
    

    
      Having killed the high cleric in a fit of emotion, Rachel sat on his corpse, smoking a cigarette, waiting leisurely for her companions to return with good news.  
    

    
      Papamus was a bishop, but given her team’s strength, she didn’t believe they could lose.  
    

    
      ‘They’re incredible kids.’  
    

    
      That was also why Rachel had come this far.  
    

    
      To recruit Ivan and Yuria.  
    

    
      That was her goal.  
    

    
      In truth, Rachel had a reliable ally in Shadow’s master.  
    

    
      But since her target for revenge was Bishop Lutus, she wanted a Plan B as well.  
    

    
      And at the top of that Plan B list were those two.  
    

    
      ‘Ivan and Yuria.’  
    

    
      Karina was excluded due to her Zain family ties, and while Gerard was highly skilled, he was the Demon Council’s top target for elimination, so she ruled him out as too unpredictable.  
    

    
      ‘Plus, I’m pretty sure Gerard doesn’t like me.’  
    

    
      In the end, Rachel had joined this extracurricular activity to build rapport with Ivan and Yuria.  
    

    
      But what was this?  
    

    
      Instead of good news, she received devastating news.  
    

    
      “…What? That guy’s trapped?”  
    

    
      So shocked, Rachel forgot to keep up her act and referred to Gerard as “that guy.”  
    

    
      But no one pointed out her changed tone or found it strange.  
    

    
      …Because they were all out of their minds with worry.  
    

    
      Karina and Ivan were frantically meeting with the Roenberg mayor to request support and reporting to the Academy.  
    

    
      And Yuria…  
    

    
      “….”  
    

    
      She was dazed all day.  
    

    
      Like a broken wind-up doll.  
    

    
      “Hey, guys!”  
    

    
      The next day, when people from the Academy arrived, she seemed to regain a bit of energy.  
    

    
      Led by Department Head Allen, with Vice-Dean Baron, Professor Ilai, Instructor Chaser, and Instructor Ronica, among others.  
    

    
      Upon hearing the news, professor-level personnel had immediately flown to Roenberg via airship.  
    

    
      They rushed to the mine to break through the blocked entrance.  
    

    
      But despite their efforts, the entrance wouldn’t budge.  
    

    
      Time passed mercilessly.  
    

    
      At first, Yuria had cried as if a faucet had been turned on, but now, her tear ducts seemingly dry, she stared vacantly toward the mine, waiting for an uncertain return.  
    

    
      “Don’t worry, Yuria. Gerard-senpai will definitely come back!”  
    

    
      That was all Rachel could say.  
    

    
      It wasn’t an empty promise—Gerard, as she’d observed, was a bizarre human who repeatedly defied common sense.  
    

    
      Papamus might be a bishop, but he was the weakest of the Demon Council’s bishops, wasn’t he?  
    

    
      ‘If things go well—really well—Gerard might actually win.’  
    

    
      Of course, she couldn’t say this out loud, so Rachel’s heart burned with frustration.  
    

    
      “Ha.”  
    

    
      Letting out a sigh, Rachel stepped into the backyard.  
    

    
      The gloomy atmosphere made her crave a cigarette.  
    

    
      “Maybe I’ll just smoke.”  
    

    
      Everyone else had rushed to the mine, leaving only her and Yuria here.
    

    
       
    

    
      And Yuria was clearly not coming out, so… after some quick calculations, Rachel pulled out a cigarette and put it to her lips.  
    

    
      Chik.
       
    

    
      “Phew.”  
    

    
      Rachel scratched her forehead.  
    

    
      Her feelings toward Gerard were unmistakably negative.  
    

    
      So why did she feel so uneasy?  
    

    
      ‘Have I grown attached despite myself?’  
    

    
      It was true that, in just a few short days, they’d been through a lot together.  
    

    
      It wasn’t just Gerard.  
    

    
      While infiltrating the Academy, studying, training, and facing dangers and hardships together, Rachel had, unbeknownst to herself, started to become attached to the Academy and her friends.  
    

    
      Lying in her dorm bed, she’d briefly imagined it.  
    

    
      A life where she gave up on revenge and lived as an ordinary Academy cadet.  
    

    
      ‘…A story that can never come true.’  
    

    
      Especially if things continued like this.  
    

    
      With a wry smile, Rachel stubbed out her cigarette and lit another.  
    

    
      Chik──
       
    

    
      Watching the ashen smoke curl into the sky, she erased her futile hopes one by one.  
    

    
      That’s how she faced reality coldly.  
    

    
      Then it happened.  
    

    
      “Hey. You smoke?”  
    

    
      At the sound of an impossible voice, Rachel’s head snapped to the side like lightning.  
    

    
      Thud.
       The cigarette fell from her mouth.  
    

    
      “Hey, damn it! What a waste of a good cigarette!”  
    

    
      He clicked his tongue, looking at the fallen cigarette with regretful eyes.  
    

    
      But that didn’t matter.  
    

    
      Rachel was so shocked and bewildered that her soul felt like it was leaving her body.  
    

    
      ‘Really? He actually beat him and came back?’  
    

    
      He was insane.  
    

    
      This man, who shattered her common sense every time, was definitely insane.  
    

    
      At that moment, the back door burst open.  
    

    
      “….”  
    

    
      “Hey? Yuria, hi. I’m back.”  
    

    
      Casually waving his hand, Rachel was certain once again that he was insane.  
    

    
      Watching Yuria rush out at full speed, throw herself into his arms, and sob, Rachel could only let out a small chuckle.  
    

    
      ‘God, really.’  
    

    
      This was why, even knowing it was an impossible story, she couldn’t help but hope.  
    

    
      “*Sob.* Senior! Seniori!”  
    

    
      “Hey, hey, Yuria. Why are you crying like this? Huh?”  
    

    
      “Wow, do you really not know why, senior?” 
    

    
       
    

    
      “…And you’re just smoking over there?”  
    

    
      “That’s mean! I was waiting for you too!”  
    

    
      Yuria, sobbing in Gerard’s arms, and Gerard, scratching his head, at a loss for what to do.  
    

    
      And Rachel, giggling at the sight.  
    

    
      A picturesque scene, cast in the dim twilight.  
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      Chapter 112: Extracurricular Activities (11)
    

    
      When I was telling Rachel, Yuria and Kimi about what had happened in the lab, it wasn’t long before the professors and students who had gone to the mine returned to the mayor’s mansion, and I found myself enveloped in another round of boisterous greetings.  
    

    
      Bang.
       
    

    
      Karina was the first to enter.  
    

    
      She flung open the parlor door with irritation, but upon seeing me, she froze in place.  
    

    
      “Y-You….”  
    

    
      “Gerard!”  
    

    
      Karina’s expression was obscured as Instructors Chaser and Ronica followed her in.  
    

    
      Right after, Vice-Dean Baron, Professor Ilai, and Ivan entered, making the mansion even noisier than before—louder than ever.  
    

    
      “…Phew. Papamus, you say?”  
    

    
      “That’s definitely the name he introduced himself with.”  
    

    
      Before I knew it, the setting had shifted, and I was sitting across from Department Head Allen and Vice-Dean Baron.  
    

    
      They demanded an explanation of what had happened inside the mine, and I recounted the events with some careful embellishment.  
    

    
      “And what else? The Beltus Cult?”  
    

    
      “Yes.”  
    

    
      “Anything else? Nothing?”  
    

    
      I shook my head. 
    

    
       
    

    
      “I searched everywhere, but it seemed like all the evidence had already been burned. All he had on him was a [Spatial Transfer] scroll, and when I used it, I ended up in a forest in the southern mountains.”  
    

    
      Of course, I left out everything about the advanced vision ‘Stealth’ that I’d obtained.  
    

    
      Papamus’s research journal, the reason he started his experiments—all of it was omitted.  
    

    
      Perhaps because of that, Department Head Allen’s brow furrowed deeply.  
    

    
      His expression showed clear dissatisfaction.  
    

    
      Well, Allen’s default look was that sour grimace, but this time, it didn’t seem directed at me.  
    

    
      He whispered something to Vice-Dean Baron beside him.  
    

    
      Then he spoke to me.  
    

    
      “We have things to discuss, so get out. And don’t pull stunts like this again. Do you know how much trouble you’ve caused?”  
    

    
      “….”  
    

    
      “What are you standing there for? I said, "Get out.”  
    

    
      “Uh, right. Yes.”  
    

    
      I gave a quick bow and left the room.  
    

    
      It was quite unexpected.  
    

    
      Given that thug’s personality, I thought he’d seize this chance to lecture me about fixing my attitude or something, clinging to my throat like a leech.  
    

    
      ‘It’s because of the Beltus Cult.’  
    

    
      He was preoccupied with something more important.  
    

    
      It made sense—ever since the beginning, Allen had been the one most curious about the forces sabotaging the Academy.  
    

    
      Once he returned to Icata, he’d likely piece together everything that had happened at the Academy and come to a conclusion.  
    

    
      About who was behind it all.  
    

    
      This would bring the existence of the Beltus Cult, lurking behind Shadow, to the surface.  
    

    
      “So, are we leaving tomorrow?”  
    

    
      I mumbled to myself, gazing at the fireworks adorning the pitch-black night sky.  
    

    
      “The kids will be disappointed.”  
    

    
      The third day of the festival.  
    

    
      Despite the chaos—the city guard office collapsing, a magical beast appearing in the middle of the mayor’s square—the Roenberg festival went on as planned.  
    

    
      I hadn’t been able to enjoy the first or second days because I was trapped in the mine.  
    

    
      Before Allen summoned me, the others had said they were going to check out the festival, so they were probably downtown now, enjoying the final night.  
    

    
      “Did Yuria go with them?”  
    

    
      Thinking of Yuria made me chuckle again.  
    

    
      God.  
    

    
      I’m not kidding—it was a struggle to peel her off me.  
    

    
      Like a piece of gum, she refused to leave my side for even a moment after we reunited.  
    

    
      If Chaser and Ronica hadn’t convinced her to go with them, she’d probably still be glued to me right now.  
    

    
      “Why is that girl so intense, seriously?”  
    

    
      I grumbled, but my lips couldn’t hide a fond smile.  
    

    
      Honestly, it wasn’t bad.  
    

    
      No, it was actually nice.  
    

    
      The time I’d invested in Yuria felt rewarding, like it was paying off.  
    

    
      Beyond that, there was a warmth filling a corner of my heart—a sense of trust, like I’d gained a steadfast ally who’d never waver, no matter what happened…?  
    

    
      It was a feeling similar to what I felt with Luis, Dayle and Clatter.  
    

    
      That same sentiment was now tied to Yuria and it made me feel good.  
    

    
      They say a tiger appears when you speak of it, and sure enough, as I was sorting my thoughts in the mansion’s backyard, there was Yuria.  
    

    
      She wasn’t alone.  
    

    
      She was with Ronica Jasmine, the magic instructor.  
    

    
      The two were in the middle of a lesson, even here.  
    

    
      “You’re here?”  
    

    
      “Yeah.”  
    

    
      Before I knew it, Chaser was standing beside me.  
    

    
      He said,“They’re in the middle of a lesson. Right now, it’s Ronica’s turn, as you can see. I’m up next. About thirty minutes left.” 
    

    
       
    

    
      “Wow, they’re working hard, huh?”  
    

    
      “I don’t want to do this.”  
    

    
      “Huh?”  
    

    
      “I said I don’t want to. I spent all day digging to rescue a stranded cadet, and just when I thought 
    

    
      I could rest, Yuria’s got her eyes all red, begging me to teach her quickly. Says she needs to get stronger fast. What is this? Is this fair?”  
    

    
      There wasn’t much I could do about him complaining to me.  
    

    
      I looked at Chaser with pity.  
    

    
      “Phew. Already done, huh?”  
    

    
      I turned my head toward where Chaser was looking.  
    

    
      Yuria was running toward us.  
    

    
      “Huff. Hff. Senior.”  
    

    
      But instead of stopping in front of Chaser, she stood before me.
    

    
       
    

    
      She completely ignored Chaser, who stood there like a borrowed sack of grain.  
    

    
      Looking up at me, she asked,“Have you eaten? You haven’t, right?”  
    

    
      “Huh? Uh, yeah. I haven’t. Just came out of the parlor.”  
    

    
      “Then you must be hungry?”  
    

    
      ‘A little?’ I replied, glancing at Chaser beside me.  
    

    
      I could see amusement in his expression, taking in the whole scene.  
    

    
      “Here.”  
    

    
      I looked back at Yuria.  
    

    
      In her hand was a small, neatly wrapped box.  
    

    
      When I looked at her questioningly, she averted her gaze and answered,“It’s nothing special. Just some cake. I went to eat earlier and had some left over. Eat it. I’m full. I’ll go now.”  
    

    
      …I thought she was a rapper.  
    

    
      Spitting out words like a machine gun, Yuria turned and headed back to Ronica.  
    

    
      “….”  
    

    
      I stared blankly at her retreating figure and said,  
    

    
      “Looks like the lesson isn’t over.”  
    

    
      There was no response.  
    

    
      When I turned, Chaser was still looking at me with a strange smile.  
    

    
      ‘What are these guys on about?’  
    

    
      His expression seemed to say just that.  
    

    
      “What’s with you two? Why’s Yuria giving you that?”  
    

    
      “She can give it to me, can’t she?”  
    

    
      “Cake? Yuria?”  
    

    
      Chaser patted my shoulder, chuckling.  
    

    
      “No way. Yuria saving her share—especially strawberry cake—for someone else? That’s unimaginable.”  
    

    
      Yuria did love baked goods.  
    

    
      Especially cake.  
    

    
      ‘But it’s not like she’s some glutton or anything…’  
    

    
      I’d eaten with Yuria dozens of times, and I’d never seen that side of her.  
    

    
      “She said she was full and had leftovers.”  
    

    
      “Sorry, Gerard, but I’ve never once seen Yuria leave food behind.”  
    

    
      Chaser leaned in closer.  
    

    
      Then he whispered conspiratorially,  
    

    
      “Gerard. Did you know? The mentor-mentee relationship produces the most knight couples.”  
    

    
      …What’s he on about?  
    

    
      On closer inspection, this guy wasn’t normal either.  
    

    
      No wonder he was Vice-Dean Baron’s junior—their thought processes were similar.  
    

    
      * * *  
    

    
      It was time to leave.  
    

    
      In front of the airship.  
    

    
      People from the Roenberg mayor’s office, along with Bedrock and Kimi, gathered to see us off.  
    

    
      “Thank you, Gerard.”  
    

    
      Bedrock’s eyes were red as he clasped my hand.  
    

    
      “How can I ever repay this kindness….”  
    

    
      “I just did what needed to be done. Stop drinking and live happily with Kimi. That’s enough for me.”  
    

    
      I smiled and continued,  
    

    
      “And make sure you follow the precautions I mentioned.”  
    

    
      The precautions were to avoid using Stealth.  
    

    
      I hadn’t found a cure, but Papamus’s journal detailed a treatment method.  
    

    
      “If you don’t use the power, the beast’s aura will slowly fade. Be patient and wait, and it’ll resolve naturally. The Roenberg mayor said he’d help, so don’t worry too much.”  
    

    
      “Of course. I’ll keep that in mind. Thank you!”  
    

    
      “Good.”  
    

    
      I nodded and crouched down.  
    

    
      Clear eyes, holding my reflection, looked up at me, clutching Bedrock’s hand tightly.  
    

    
      In truth, the patient’s willpower was the most critical part of the treatment.  
    

    
      Since prolonged contact with others was to be avoided.  
    

    
      The sudden magical beast incident could be handled by the Roenberg mayor, but the emotional scars Kimi might carry were another matter.  
    

    
      ‘He could develop depression or even social phobia.’  
    

    
      He was still just a fragile child.  
    

    
      If he used Stealth out of fear of meeting people and couldn’t control it, he’d eventually be consumed by the beast within. At that point, it would be irreversible.  
    

    
      That’s why the strength of his heart and will was crucial.  
    

    
      “Kimi.”  
    

    
      I placed my hand on Kimi’s head.  
    

    
      The rough texture of his hair brushed against my palm.  
    

    
      Kimi let out a pleased growl.  
    

    
      “You remember what I told you?”  
    

    
      Nod.
       
    

    
      “Good. I’ll be waiting. Let’s meet again when you’re healthy.”  
    

    
      I lifted my hand from Kimi’s head and stepped onto the airship’s ramp.  
    

    
      “Safe travels!”  
    

    
      “Bye!”  
    

    
      Kimi’s bright eyes, waving enthusiastically, grew smaller in the distance.  
    

    
      At the same time, I recalled the conversation I’d had with Kimi alone the previous night.  
    

    
      ‘I have a dream—to become a kind person like you, big brother!’  
    

    
      Looking at the words scratched into the dirt, I gave a wry smile.  
    

    
      “Me, a kind person?”  
    

    
      ‘If you’re not kind, who is? You helped me and Dad. That makes you a kind person! I’m going to get strong like you and do lots of good things.’  
    

    
      “Yeah. Make sure you do. Hold onto that resolve for a long time.”  
    

    
      ‘Yes!’  
    

    
      A kind person, huh.  
    

    
      Was I kind?  
    

    
      I wasn’t sure.  
    

    
      As a thief, I’d inevitably do bad things to someone… Honestly, I hadn’t really cared about that.  
    

    
      In this damned world, surviving didn’t leave room to worry about such things.  
    

    
      It was more profitable to steal one more thing than to mind others’ feelings.  
    

    
      A thief struggling to survive had no choice but to prioritize gain and profit over static values.  
    

    
      But—  
    

    
      Becoming someone’s idol wasn’t something I’d ever imagined, but it didn’t feel bad.  
    

    
      ‘I want to go to the Academy like you, big brother.’  
    

    
      Did a thief always have to take from others?  
    

    
      Maybe sometimes, giving meaning to someone wasn’t such a bad idea.  
    

    
      If that meaning was a ‘dream,’ a vital driving force in life, then all the better.  
    

    
      I’d planted a dream in a child.  
    

    
      That was enough.  
    

    
      I’d chosen this path because of Gaius’s Insight, and it was a journey to obtain ‘Stealth,’ but this extracurricular activity had given me meaning and value beyond that.  
    

    
      I’d gained a lot.  
    

    
      I took in the now-tiny view of Roenberg.  
    

    
      I didn’t know if I’d ever return, but it felt like something I’d never forget.  
    

    
      …And yet, humans are creatures of forgetfulness.  
    

    
      ‘Damn it. When are we getting there? Huh? Huh?’  
    

    
      I checked the clock, tapping my foot.  
    

    
      It had only been an hour since we left Roenberg.  
    

    
      The flight to Icata would take five hours.  
    

    
      In the end, I sprang up and paced the deck restlessly.  
    

    
      “Sit still! You’re driving me crazy!”  
    

    
      Karina’s exasperated shout rang out, but I just tuned it out. Nothing reached my ears.  
    

    
      My mind was consumed by a single thought.  
    

    
      ‘God, I want to get there and check it out already.’  
    

    
      Stealth.  
    

    
      As soon as I got to Icata, I’d lock myself in my dorm and start mastering Stealth. 
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      Chapter 113: Never Before Such a Challenge (1)  
    

    
      “…Huh? It’s Gerard.”  
    

    
      That was the start.  
    

    
      “Gerard?”  
    

    
      “What? Gerard, you say?”  
    

    
      Like meerkats, the students and staff stopped what they were doing and turned their heads toward me.  
    

    
      “Oooh! He’s finally here!”  
    

    
      “The hope of our Academy! The lucky charm! The problem-solver! The alpha male!”  
    

    
      I made a wry face as the staff swarmed around me, bombarding me with questions.  
    

    
      ‘This scene… feels familiar.’  
    

    
      In any case, it was quite the commotion.  
    

    
      It seemed the incident in Roenberg had already spread through the Academy.  
    

    
      “What happened? They say you were in danger!”  
    

    
      “Yeah, exactly! We were worried!”  
    

    
      Worried, huh.  
    

    
      Making my passionate fans worry like this—clearly my fault.  
    

    
      “So what happened out there?”  
    

    
      “Curious?”  
    

    
      The students and staff nodded eagerly, their necks practically snapping.  
    

    
      I’d come to submit the extracurricular activity report… but whatever.  
    

    
      I had plenty of time, so I decided to sit down, entertain my fans, and recount my exploits.  
    

    
      “Gather round.”  
    

    
      “Form up!”  
    

    
      “So here’s how it went…”  
    

    
      I began spinning my tale to the crowd circled around me.  
    

    
      I boldly cut out the boring parts, embellishing my heroic moments with flair and spice.  
    

    
      “Oooh!”  
    

    
      “And then? What happened next?”  
    

    
      Their excited reactions fueled me, and before I knew it, I was getting carried away with my storytelling.  
    

    
      “Man, how do you attract trouble like that?”  
    

    
      “Seriously, though. Going on an extracurricular activity and taking down a villain?”  
    

    
      “Isn’t that a talent in itself?”  
    

    
      “Totally. Gerard’s a genius…?”  
    

    
      Hahaha!
       
    

    
      The students and staff erupted into laughter, filling the room with mirth.  
    

    
      I joined in.  
    

    
      ‘This is it.’  
    

    
      I got why people craved attention, some even catching celebrity syndrome or becoming attention-seekers.  
    

    
      It felt good. 
    

    
      This attention.  
    

    
      Of course, staying under the radar was my chosen survival strategy, so I was reluctantly basking in the spotlight.  
    

    
      And yeah, this attention sometimes felt a bit uncomfortable.  
    

    
      ‘But it’s weirdly nice.’  
    

    
      Was it because these people were so genuine?  
    

    
      Or maybe, with all this commotion, we’d built enough trust and camaraderie over time?  
    

    
      ‘Could be.’  
    

    
      If I’d gone to the personnel office where that stiff Rodrig Elna worked, I wouldn’t have felt this kind of joy and satisfaction.  
    

    
      “But where’s Vice-Dean Baron? Didn’t he come with you?”  
    

    
      At the question from Faver, the bespectacled staff member, I snapped out of my thoughts and shrugged.  
    

    
      “He did, but he went straight to the main building with the other professors.”  
    

    
      “Oh, really?”  
    

    
      “Yeah.”  
    

    
      Probably to discuss the Roenberg incident and the Beltus Cult.  
    

    
      “…So, how’d that turn out?”  
    

    
      Another staff member cut in with a question, and a hush fell over the lively student affairs office.  
    

    
      Everyone perked up their ears, staring at me.  
    

    
      ‘What’s with this vibe?’  
    

    
      I looked at him and asked,“That?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yeah, you know. 
      That
      .”  
    

    
      So what the hell was 
      that
      ?  
    

    
      “Eureka, man.”  
    

    
      I clamped my mouth shut.  
    

    
      My expression said I was at a loss for words.  
    

    
      But they didn’t care.  
    

    
      Led by Faver, the guys went wild with anticipation for some juicy gossip.  
    

    
      “We’ve been waiting for that news! Why aren’t you spilling? Come on, when are you gonna tell us?”  
    

    
      “Yeah, exactly! Spill the beans! How’d it go? Did it go well?”  
    

    
      “Who is it? Which one of Eureka? How far’d you get? Huh? Huh? Huh?”  
    

    
      Fans, my ass.  
    

    
      Now I saw their real motive for crowding around me.  
    

    
      “Tell us already!”  
    

    
      “Aaahhh!”  
    

    
      ‘Should I pull out Raven?’  
    

    
      I genuinely considered it.  
    

    
      * * *  
    

    
      After wrapping up everything post-extracurricular activity, I returned to my dorm.  
    

    
      ‘Finally.’  
    

    
      I pulled out the advanced vision tome, ‘Stealth.’  
    

    
      I sat at my desk and opened the book with reverence.  
    

    
      Kanabi, the third star of Shadow.  
    

    
      ‘Stealth’ was his signature skill, specializing in infiltration and disruption.  
    

    
      According to Luis, there wasn’t a place Kanabi couldn’t infiltrate, an item he couldn’t steal, or anyone who could even touch his shadow.  
    

    
      At the core of it all was surely this ‘Stealth.’  
    

    
      Stealth wasn’t just about hiding one’s form.  
    

    
      It was an advanced vision that completely erased magical detection and presence.  
    

    
      Of course, it would be tough to master, but once I did, it would be unmatched for creating variables in missions, escaping crises, or concealing myself.  
    

    
      Imagine it.  
    

    
      Surrounded by enemies, nowhere to go, no strength or stamina left to fight my way out.  
    

    
      In that dire moment, I’d use Stealth and slip away effortlessly.  
    

    
      “Hell yeah. This is it. This is what a thief is.”  
    

    
      I hurriedly read the first page.  
    

    
      [If we wish to hide, no one can find us.]  
    

    
      Shadow’s vision trait—arrogant as hell from the very first line.  
    

    
      [Not even a god.]  
    

    
      “But once you master it, you don’t feel that arrogance at all.”  
    

    
      Below the brief description of the vision, there was a long-winded explanation of its origin and history.  
    

    
      I skipped that and flipped to the page detailing the actual techniques.  
    

    
      Fundamentally, Stealth’s operation relied on [The Thief’s Breath], just like Dark Sprint.  
    

    
      The next thing it emphasized was composure.  
    

    
      At the time, I didn’t know.  
    

    
      Maintaining that composure was the hardest and trickiest challenge.  
    

    
      “Composure? Are you kidding? That’s my specialty.”  
    

    
      Inner peace.  
    

    
      The peace of mind.  
    

    
      I exhaled slowly, calming my heart, and manipulated my mana as the tome instructed.  
    

    
      A tingling sensation spread over my skin, like something was covering it. 
    

    
      When I opened my eyes, I saw it.  
    

    
      My sleeve was floating in the air.  
    

    
      “What?”  
    

    
      Startled, I instinctively waved my arm.  
    

    
      At that moment, my arm, which had vanished, reappeared inside the sleeve.  
    

    
      “Oh, that’s how it works.”  
    

    
      The mechanism of Stealth.  
    

    
      “I get it. Perfectly.”  
    

    
      Yeah, I was overconfident.  
    

    
      I stripped off all my clothes and stood in front of the mirror, already acting like someone who’d mastered Stealth.  
    

    
      I breathed slowly, manipulating my mana again as the tome directed.  
    

    
      An invisible veil gradually spread from my torso.  
    

    
      A hole formed where my body was.  
    

    
      Through it, I could see the wall behind me. 
    

    
      As time passed, the hole grew larger until it engulfed my entire body.  
    

    
      And just like that, I vanished from the mirror.  
    

    
      No, I completely disappeared from the room.  
    

    
      “…Heh.”  
    

    
      Success.  
    

    
      Compared to other advanced visions I’d learned, it felt oddly simple, but I didn’t question it.  
    

    
      ‘Guess I’ve got a knack for this.’  
    

    
      Plus, one of my greatest strengths was my solid mental fortitude.  
    

    
      I hadn’t gone mad even after being thrown into this game world, and I’d fought tooth and nail to survive.  
    

    
      ‘It looks like the biggest hurdle with Stealth is maintaining composure.’  
    

    
      Piece of cake for me.  
    

    
      I looked up.  
    

    
      And locked eyes with a naked guy in the mirror.  
    

    
      “….”  
    

    
      Of course, it was me.  
    

    
      Stealth had worn off.  
    

    
      “What the hell? Why’d it break?”  
    

    
      Was it because I got a little excited about succeeding?  
    

    
      “No way.”  
    

    
      I shook my head and tried Stealth again.  
    

    
      This time, I focused entirely on maintaining it, pushing aside all stray thoughts.  
    

    
      Thankfully, it didn’t break.  
    

    
      I took steps, spoke, and even used other visions, testing what I could do while maintaining Stealth.  
    

    
      All successful.  
    

    
      Stealth held steady.  
    

    
      Suppressing my awe at the synchronization, I moved to the next step.  
    

    
      There was one last thing to check.  
    

    
      How far did this Stealth go?  
    

    
      For example, a preliminary test.  
    

    
      I already knew it could evade detection and the senses of seasoned knights.  
    

    
      But I needed to know exactly how far it could go undetected.  
    

    
      Luckily, the Academy was full of test subjects.  
    

    
      Just heading to the main building would let me gather data from the professors.  
    

    
      With that decided, I moved to leave.  
    

    
      And then, Stealth broke.  
    

    
      “….”  
    

    
      My hand on the doorknob felt clammy.  
    

    
      Sweat trickled down my back, dripping onto the floor.  
    

    
      That’s when it hit me.  
    

    
      This wasn’t easy.  
    

    
      I wasn’t wondering why Stealth broke.  
    

    
      It was fear from a ‘what if.’  
    

    
      That was the reason.  
    

    
      ‘What if—really, what if—Stealth breaks out there?’  
    

    
      The moment I grabbed the doorknob, that fear pierced my spine, and Stealth vanished like a ghost.  
    

    
      ‘Kyaaa! There’s a pervert!’  
    

    
      ‘Gerard, you bastard! I thought you’d come to your senses, but now you’ve lost it completely?’  
    

    
      ‘Senpai, I’m disappointed.’  
    

    
      ‘I was wrong about you. You’re not even worth calling a villain—you’re just a pervert. Goodbye. You’re being transferred to Central Knights Headquarters.’  
    

    
      …This felt like a massive screw-up.  
    

    
      Stealth didn’t cover equipment, so naturally, I’d have to go out naked for testing.  
    

    
      The problem was, I had zero experience wandering outside without clothes.  
    

    
      No, wait.  
    

    
      Did anyone even have that kind of experience?  
    

    
      And so, I stood frozen in front of the door, lost in thought.  
    

    
      “Fine. I didn’t expect to master it in a day. It was the same with other advanced visions, right?”  
    

    
      I decided to think positively.  
    

    
      * * *  
    

    
      And that positivity crumbled in a day.  
    

    
      The next day.  
    

    
      I collapsed to my knees in front of the door.  
    

    
      “Damn it. I can’t do this.”  
    

    
      I just couldn’t step beyond that door.  
    

    
      Every time I grabbed the doorknob, yesterday’s nightmare gripped me, and Stealth fell apart without fail.  
    

    
      I was certain it would break if I ran into anyone.  
    

    
      Damn it. 
    

    
      I had no confidence in maintaining Stealth.  
    

    
      I knew.  
    

    
      I had to try somehow.  
    

    
      If I kept pushing and got used to it, it would eventually become nothing, and peace of mind would come.  
    

    
      I knew, I knew.  
    

    
      But it wasn’t easy.  
    

    
      Yuria, who saw me as her idol.  
    

    
      Karina, who already looked down on me.  
    

    
      Vice-Dean Baron and Professor Ilai, who cared for me.  
    

    
      And all the juniors who followed me.  
    

    
      I was terrified of them looking at me like I was some insect.  
    

    
      “Damn it. I should’ve just stayed the Academy’s failure.”  
    

    
      How the hell did Kanabi do this?  
    

    
      “Wait. Was he some kind of exhibitionist pervert?”  
    

    
      A reasonable suspicion.  
    

    
      “But I’m normal.”  
    

    
      Time passed and the next day arrived.  
    

    
      I finally made up my mind.  
    

    
      It was a big decision.  
    

    
      Stealth was a must-have vision for a Shadow master and a skill that would be my lifeline.  
    

    
      Like it or not, I had to master it.  
    

    
      “Hoo…”  
    

    
      Clenching my fists and barely maintaining composure, I used Stealth and grabbed the doorknob.  
    

    
      Click!
       
    

    
      Creak…
       
    

    
      The door slowly opened.  
    

    
      A historic moment—my first time revealing my naked self to the world.  
    

    
      Weirdly, the hallway looked unusually wide.  
    

    
      Had they done renovations while I was away on the extracurricular activity?  
    

    
      Meanwhile, my usually light steps felt three times heavier.  
    

    
      I kept opening and closing the door, my mind debating whether to cross the threshold dozens of times.  
    

    
      Finally, a foot stepped into the hallway.  
    

    
      Swish.
       
    

    
      I stood in the corridor.  
    

    
      At the same time—  
    

    
      Clank!
       
    

    
      The door to the next room opened, and someone stepped out.  
    

    
      ‘…Goddamn timing.’  
    

    
      My luck was just awful.  
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      The one who popped out was a lanky peer.  
    

    
      His name was Gelman.  
    

    
      But because of his appearance, everyone just called him Horseface.  
    

    
      “Hm?”  
    

    
      Horseface looked my way, rubbing his eyes.  
    

    
      “What’s that? Did I see something? Must’ve imagined it.”  
    

    
      Then he walked past me, disappearing down the central staircase.  
    

    
      ‘…Wow.’  
    

    
      I let out the breath I’d been holding.  
    

    
      I’d nearly lost Stealth.  
    

    
      No, for a split second—just a fleeting moment—it did break.  
    

    
      I hurriedly regained my composure and reactivated Stealth, which was the only thing that saved 
    

    
      me.  
    

    
      If I hadn’t—  
    

    
      ‘No, stop imagining. Bad thoughts only make things worse.’  
    

    
      Today, I was going to circle the campus and return to my dorm without incident.  
    

    
      With that mindset locked in, I descended the central staircase and stepped outside the dorm.  
    

    
      Whoooosh-
       
    

    
      The wind blew.  
    

    
      My first impression was this:  
    

    
      ‘It’s cool.’  
    

    
      My bare lower half felt ridiculously breezy.  
    

    
      Plenty of students passed by me.  
    

    
      Without so much as a glance.  
    

    
      Right.  
    

    
      What was composure?  
    

    
      An unshaken mindset was part of it, but so was calmness and naturalness.  
    

    
      ‘It feels a lot closer to giving up, though…’  
    

    
      Anyway.  
    

    
      I ignored my surroundings and moved as naturally as usual.  
    

    
      One lap, two laps, three laps around the dorm, and before I knew it, I’d gotten pretty used to this state.  
    

    
      ‘What’s this? It’s more comfortable than I thought.’  
    

    
      Humans really were creatures of adaptation.  
    

    
      Or maybe I had a knack for this sort of thing.  
    

    
      Either way, I figured it was about time to start the preliminary test.  
    

    
      Who would be a good first subject?  
    

    
      Just then, I spotted the perfect target passing by.  
    

    
      ‘Ivan?’  
    

    
      He was holding a sword in one hand, probably heading to training.  
    

    
      Perfect.  
    

    
      When training, he’d use an aura.  
    

    
      Using aura would naturally heighten his senses, making it an ideal opportunity to test Stealth’s power.  
    

    
      ‘Alright. Let’s see how close I can get.’  
    

    
      I followed Ivan.  
    

    
      And there, I encountered an unexpected figure.  
    

    
      “You’re here.”  
    

    
      “Master.”  
    

    
      Department Head Pirion.  
    

    
      I froze the moment I saw him.  
    

    
      ‘That guy’s with him?’  
    

    
      I already knew from the original story that Ivan was training under Pirion, so that wasn’t surprising.  
    

    
      But this meant the test was off.  
    

    
      Pirion’s senses were far sharper than Ivan’s and the risk of getting caught was too high.  
    

    
      Without a moment’s hesitation, I turned to leave.  
    

    
      ‘I’ll find another subject besides Ivan.’  
    

    
      That’s when it happened.  
    

    
      A conversation pierced my ears, and I froze mid-step.  
    

    
      “I heard there was an incident during the extracurricular activity.”  
    

    
      “Yes. But we resolved it well. I learned a lot, too. Thanks to you, Master.”  
    

    
      “Then I suppose it’s fine to ask now. Why did you insist on being on the same team as Gerard?”  
    

    
      As expected, my hunch was right.  
    

    
      Ivan and I being on the same team wasn’t a coincidence.  
    

    
      ‘But to think he’d use Pirion’s influence for that?’  
    

    
      Like Pirion, I was curious about the reason.  
    

    
      “I wanted to be sure. Sure that I could surpass him.”  
    

    
      “Why do you want to surpass him?”  
    

    
      “I don’t know exactly. It’s just… watching him ignites something in me. I respect and like him as a senior, but there’s this strange urge in my heart. I want to cross swords with him, just once. And…”  
    

    
      “You want to win?”  
    

    
      “…Yes.”  
    

    
      A deep smile curled on Pirion’s lips.  
    

    
      “So, what’s the answer?”  
    

    
      A brief silence.  
    

    
      Completely engrossed in their conversation, I stared intently at Ivan’s mouth.  
    

    
      Finally, he spoke.  
    

    
      “Not right now, but I think I can surpass him in half a year.”  
    

    
      I nearly let out a hollow laugh.  
    

    
      Half a year?  
    

    
      ‘That’s too short.’  
    

    
      Well, it wasn’t unthinkable.  
    

    
      Ivan’s growth was absurd by anyone’s standards.  
    

    
      In the original story, Ivan was like a runaway locomotive, but this Ivan was beyond even that.  
    

    
      I’d thought about this before.  
    

    
      ‘Why is this Ivan so damn strong?’  
    

    
      He took down enemies that should’ve overwhelmed him, always exceeding expectations.  
    

    
      The experience points from training or combat, and the benefits from artifacts, were the same in the original story and here.  
    

    
      I’d asked Yuria about it sometimes. 
    

    
      She said Ivan trained hard, but that was true in the original story too.  
    

    
      In other words, the difference wasn’t external but internal.  
    

    
      The key factor I focused on was his traits.  
    

    
      Unlike other characters, Ivan had three growth traits, and frankly, they were all protagonist-level buffs.  
    

    
      The first was [Versatile], same as mine.  
    

    
      A cheat-like trait that granted exceptional comprehension in learning visions, techniques, strategies, and academics.  
    

    
      The second was [Soul Sword], the pinnacle of swordsmanship talent, alongside Gwyn Gaiard’s [Sword Demon].  
    

    
      And the third was,[Competitive Spirit]. 
    

    
       
    

    
      Competitive Spirit could be summed up in one line:‘The stronger he gets, the stronger I get.’  
    

    
      In other words, the stronger Ivan’s chosen rival became, the stronger Ivan himself grew through a ripple effect.  
    

    
      A sneaky, overpowered trait that let him hitch a ride on someone else’s strength.  
    

    
      And I suspected the reason for Ivan’s rapid growth was the identity of this ‘target.’  
    

    
      ‘The rest of the conditions are the same as the original.’  
    

    
      He trained just as hard, fought magical beasts just as fiercely. 
    

    
      (The number of beasts might differ, but not significantly.)  
    

    
      He’d been receiving private lessons from Department Head Pirion recently, just like in the original. 
    

    
      No matter how I thought about it, the only variable was the target.  
    

    
      ‘In the original, it was Gwyn.’  
    

    
      But here, it likely wasn’t Gwyn.  
    

    
      …Who was it?  
    

    
      ‘It’s me.’  
    

    
      Unless you were an idiot, you’d figure it out.  
    

    
      Their conversation just now made it crystal clear.  
    

    
      The person Ivan saw as his rival.  
    

    
      The one who ignited his competitive spirit and fighting drive.  
    

    
      That was me.  
    

    
      ‘But even with [Competitive Spirit], getting 
      that
       strong is crossing a line, isn’t it?’  
    

    
      It seemed Ivan’s rivalry toward me far exceeded my expectations. 
    

    
      Even so, claiming he’d surpass me in half a year felt a bit insulting.  
    

    
      ‘I’m not just sitting still either.’  
    

    
      Honestly, it hurt my pride, but it was also amusing, and I let out a small chuckle.  
    

    
      Sorry to Ivan, but I had no intention of ever being weaker than him, a potentially dangerous rival.  
    

    
      No matter how broken his growth traits were, it didn’t matter.  
    

    
      I knew this world’s information, could preempt and exploit it, and always aimed higher.  
    

    
      Besides, I probably knew more about ‘Ivan’ than Ivan himself did.  
    

    
      ‘And yet, what? You’ll surpass me in half a year?’  
    

    
      That’s funny.  
    

    
      That’s what I was thinking when I looked up.  
    

    
      My eyes locked with a pair staring straight at me, sending chills down my spine and a gulp down my throat.  
    

    
      …It was Department Head Pirion.  
    

    
      He’d stopped talking with Ivan and was staring directly at where I was hiding.  
    

    
      “….”  
    

    
      I slowly lowered my head.  
    

    
      My bare lower half filled my vision.  
    

    
      Yeah, Stealth had worn off.  
    

    
      “Whoever’s hiding there, show yourself now.”  
    

    
      Oh.  
    

    
      I was screwed.  
    

    
      * * *  
    

    
      I quickly racked my brain.  
    

    
      Should I open my subspace and put on clothes now, or not?  
    

    
      I could.  
    

    
      But that would reveal I’d been spying on Ivan’s training and eavesdropping on their conversation.  
    

    
      They’d definitely find it suspicious.  
    

    
      “If you don’t come out, I’ll come to you.”  
    

    
      Department Head Pirion started walking toward me.  
    

    
      No time to think.  
    

    
      I quickly reactivated Stealth.  
    

    
      At the same time, Pirion’s face hardened, and he rushed forward at incredible speed, slashing through the bushes in front of me.  
    

    
      Whooosh…
       
    

    
      The grass didn’t just get cut—it disintegrated.  
    

    
      My legs trembled, but I fought to maintain composure.  
    

    
      Thankfully, Stealth held.  
    

    
      Pirion, standing right in front of me, didn’t spot me.  
    

    
      This all but proved the power of [Stealth].  
    

    
      The test was over.  
    

    
      The result was a resounding success, but that wasn’t the priority now.  
    

    
      A sudden gust of sword wind tore through, slicing up the surrounding trees and grass.  
    

    
      Slash-slash-slash!
       
    

    
      It was like dozens of lawnmowers had been unleashed at once.  
    

    
      My heart sank.  
    

    
      I didn’t need to check to know Stealth had broken.  
    

    
      With a forest being shredded right in front of me, there was no way I could stay composed.  
    

    
      So I hurriedly used [Flame Surge].  
    

    
      Aimed straight ahead.  
    

    
      Boom!
       
    

    
      A pillar of fire shot up from the ground, blocking Pirion’s view.  
    

    
      At the same time, I used Stealth and sprinted at full speed.  
    

    
      Tap-tap-tap!
       
    

    
      Glancing back, I saw Pirion, unscathed by the flames, chasing me with his sword raised.  
    

    
      It was a terrifying sight.  
    

    
      ‘By the way, how the hell is he tracking me so precisely?’  
    

    
      Stealth was still active.  
    

    
      ‘Oh.’  
    

    
      I got it.  
    

    
      Stealth hid my form and presence.  
    

    
      But not my tracks.  
    

    
      Pirion wasn’t chasing me—he was following the footprints left in the dirt.  
    

    
      I had to get off this soil fast.  
    

    
      Where was the closest place in this forest?  
    

    
      What was up ahead?  
    

    
      My face darkened as I spotted the approaching building.  
    

    
      ‘Of all places…’  
    

    
      But I wasn’t in a position to be picky.  
    

    
      I leapt over the high wall in a single bound and entered the building right in front of me.  
    

    
      No time to hesitate.  
    

    
      “Hm? Did something just pass by?”  
    

    
      “It’s just the wind.”  
    

    
      “We’re inside a building.”  
    

    
      “…True.”  
    

    
      A girl tilted her head, resting her chin on her hand.  
    

    
      Right.  
    

    
      The place I’d ducked into in a panic was the one and only male-forbidden zone in the Academy:  
    

    
      The women’s dormitory.  
    

    
      I confirmed Stealth was still active and glanced back briefly.  
    

    
      Pirion wasn’t in sight yet.  
    

    
      Of course.  
    

    
      Even someone like Department Head Pirion would need a lot of thought and resolve to enter here—  
    

    
      Tap.
       
    

    
      …Or not.  
    

    
      Pirion casually leapt over the wall, landed in the dormitory grounds, and walked straight toward my building, completely ignoring the bewildered stares of the female cadets.  
    

    
      ‘Damn it. How’d he pinpoint me this time? There are no footprints.’  
    

    
      Now I saw—the central entrance door was wide open, and it was the only building with an open door.  
    

    
      My luck was just awful.  
    

    
      The building’s interior was a dead end with nowhere to escape.  
    

    
      I had no choice but to head upstairs.  
    

    
      The situation grew worse by the second.  
    

    
      Maintaining composure was mentally draining.  
    

    
      I didn’t know when Stealth might break, and the pressure was intense.  
    

    
      That’s when I saw it.  
    

    
      A slightly ajar door at the end of the hallway as I climbed.  
    

    
      No time to think.  
    

    
      Going higher would lead to the dead-end rooftop, so I slipped into the unknown room and closed the door.  
    

    
      Gently.  
    

    
      As if the wind had nudged it shut.  
    

    
      Click.
       
    

    
      But the room was empty.  
    

    
      The owner must’ve gone out and forgotten to lock the door properly.  
    

    
      The room was silent, and after confirming it was safe, I finally released Stealth.  
    

    
      “Hoo…”  
    

    
      All the pent-up emotions spilled out in a single breath.  
    

    
      God, I almost died.  
    

    
      “Do I really have to go this far?”  
    

    
      Absolutely not, but thinking positively, I probably didn’t need to worry about Stealth breaking in most situations.  
    

    
      Its power and performance were more than satisfactory.  
    

    
      I wanted to rush to Lunatic and tell Luis and Dayle about this triumph.  
    

    
      But first, I had to get out of here.  
    

    
      Leaving was easy.  
    

    
      I could just use [Phase Shift].  
    

    
      “But first, clothes.”  
    

    
      As I opened my subspace to grab some clothes, my eyes caught the scene on the desk.  
    

    
      Colorful wrapping paper and a wooden box.  
    

    
      True to my thief nature, curiosity about what was inside surged, and I felt the urge to open it.  
    

    
      ‘Should I check?’  
    

    
      My hand was already moving before I finished the thought.  
    

    
      “Nothing.”  
    

    
      The box was empty.  
    

    
      Either the contents had been taken out, or nothing had been put in yet.  
    

    
      The clean wrapping paper suggested the latter.  
    

    
      And then—  
    

    
      “Huh, a letter?”  
    

    
      Inside the wrapping paper was a neatly folded pink letter.  
    

    
      I let out a small chuckle.  
    

    
      “Whoever this is for must be thrilled.”  
    

    
      Probably some ultimate alpha male.  
    

    
      It wasn’t easy for a girl to prepare a gift and letter first, whether in the modern world or here.  
    

    
      Out of courtesy, I decided not to open the letter.  
    

    
      ‘Not like I’m that curious.’  
    

    
      Looking out the window, I saw the campus guards flooding in.  
    

    
      Probably on Pirion’s orders. 
    

    
      Before things got messier, I used [Phase Shift] to get out.  
    

    
      .  
    

    
      .  
    

    
      .  
    

    
      .  
    

    
      .  
    

    
      .  
    

    
      …Exactly thirty minutes after Gerard left the room.  
    

    
      Click!
       
    

    
      The door opened, and the room’s owner, who’d been out, returned.  
    

    
      The outside was still chaotic.  
    

    
      Something about spotting a suspicious figure.  
    

    
      Normally, she would’ve rushed out to check, but not now.  
    

    
      Her focus was entirely on the ‘gift.’  
    

    
      She opened the wooden box on the desk and placed the item she’d brought inside.  
    

    
      “He’ll like it, right?”  
    

    
      Thinking of his joy at receiving the gift, a smile bloomed on her face.  
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      Dayle looked ahead with tense eyes.
    

    
       
    

    
      There stood Luis, gripping a sword.  
    

    
      The first floor hall of Lunatic.  
    

    
      They had pushed all the tables and chairs to the corners, turning the space into a makeshift sparring ground, and now they faced each other.  
    

    
      “Is that it, the new weapon you made?”  
    

    
      Luis asked, eyeing the two muskets in Dayle’s hands.  
    

    
      Dayle grinned and nodded.  
    

    
      “I attached blades to the barrels. So they can be used in close combat too.”  
    

    
      Besides his original One Hand Musket, Dayle had crafted another musket.  
    

    
      And he’d upgraded both in his own way.  
    

    
      He’d fitted sharp blades beneath the barrels.  
    

    
      “At long range, I have the advantage. No question about it. I’m confident in that. But that’s purely the weapon’s strength. In situations where I can’t keep my distance, like in confined spaces or a forest, that advantage disappears. So I added these.”  
    

    
      Dayle crossed his arms.  
    

    
      Clang-
       The muskets collided, producing a clear ring.  
    

    
      The blades were made of the same material as the longswords used by Frey Empire officers.  
    

    
      Dayle had also inscribed them with magical formulas to enhance their durability.  
    

    
      “Hm.”  
    

    
      Luis listened to Dayle’s explanation and fell into thought for a moment.  
    

    
      Being part of Shadow didn’t mean you had to master specific skills.
    

    
       
    

    
      Well, there was one thing.  
    

    
      Thievery skills necessary for operations.  
    

    
      Other than those, Shadow left everything up to the individual.  
    

    
      What weapon someone chose or what visions they mastered—Shadow didn’t interfere.  
    

    
      It was the same with Dayle.  
    

    
      He’d chosen muskets over swords, and Luis respected his decision.  
    

    
      But right now, Luis felt a hint of concern.  
    

    
      ‘Muskets lack the decisiveness of a sword.’  
    

    
      A thief only fought when there was no way to avoid it.  
    

    
      In those situations, a musket…  
    

    
      The enemy wasn’t likely to wait patiently for you to aim, and if you were going to attach blades, wouldn’t it be better to just use a melee weapon from the start?  
    

    
      ‘The sound and flash of the shot are problems too.’  
    

    
      Luis drew his sword.  
    

    
      There were plenty of concerns, but for now, he decided to see what Dayle could do.  
    

    
      Luis charged at Dayle.  
    

    
      He wanted to test how much power and utility Dayle’s upgraded Blade Muskets had in close combat.  
    

    
      So Dayle prepared for Luis’s approach but didn’t fire, waiting instead. 
    

    
      When Luis swung his sword, Dayle blocked it by crossing his muskets.  
    

    
      Clang!
       
    

    
      Dayle angled one musket to deflect Luis’s sword and swung the other. 
    

    
      From Luis’s perspective, if he didn’t dodge, his stomach would’ve been sliced open, spilling his guts. Instinctively, Luis stepped back, but Dayle’s voice pierced his ears
    

    
       
    

    
      “If I get some distance, my bullet will go right through your gut.”  
    

    
      Of course, this was practice, so it wouldn’t actually happen, but Luis changed his approach anyway, opting to defend instead of dodge.
    

    
       
    

    
      Clang!
       
    

    
      After just two exchanges, Luis had to admit it.  
    

    
      ‘This is tricky.’  
    

    
      It felt like facing an opponent using dual-wielding swordsmanship.  
    

    
      The unpredictability and irregularity of where the blades came from made Luis hesitate, and the gun barrels added even more pressure.  
    

    
      The uncertainty of when those barrels might spit fire.  
    

    
      The constraint of needing to close the distance.  
    

    
      He’d initiated close combat to negate the musket’s advantage, but it felt like a double-edged sword.  
    

    
      He was forced to make choices.  
    

    
      In other words, he lacked control of the fight.  
    

    
      Of course.  
    

    
      Clang──!
       
    

    
      Luis’s combat prowess was undeniably superior, overwhelming Dayle.  
    

    
      So the spar ended in less than five minutes.  
    

    
      “No way I can beat you.”  
    

    
      Dayle chuckled, picking up the Blade Muskets from the floor and holstering them at his waist.  
    

    
      Then he grimaced.  
    

    
      His fingers were trembling uncontrollably.  
    

    
      “Hey, look at this. My fingers are shaking. Couldn’t you have gone a bit easier?”  
    

    
      “That wasn’t possible.”  
    

    
      Luis shook his head.  
    

    
      At the same time, the grin vanished from Dayle’s face. He glanced at Luis, whose expression was serious.  
    

    
      In other words, it wasn’t just talk.  
    

    
      Luis wasn’t the type to exaggerate or speak idly.  
    

    
      Dayle’s expression brightened.  
    

    
      Saying he couldn’t go easy was Luis’s way of praising Dayle’s chosen weapon skills as quite effective.  
    

    
      ‘Luis acknowledged me.’  
    

    
      That meant they were good enough for real combat.  
    

    
      Then Luis spoke.  
    

    
      “It’s impressive, but the flaws are clear. First, grip strength. This applies to dual-wielding swordsmen too, but blocking a two-handed strike or cutting through something tough requires significant grip strength. Also, you need to be quick-witted.”  
    

    
      Luis pointed out the weaknesses in Dayle’s weapon techniques one by one.  
    

    
      Dayle listened intently, not missing a word.  
    

    
      “If you can address these issues, they’ll be plenty useful in real combat.”  
    

    
      After all, the Blade Musket techniques weren’t Dayle’s main focus.  
    

    
      They were supplementary. His primary strength was the musket’s firepower.  
    

    
      A single, powerful shot that could resolve everything.  
    

    
      To that end, Dayle planned to enhance his muskets further.  
    

    
      “Thanks.”  
    

    
      But that aside.  
    

    
      He didn’t forget to thank Luis for the spar and the generous advice.  
    

    
      “No need. It’s only natural.”  
    

    
      Between friends, words like ‘thanks’ or ‘sorry’ weren’t necessary.  
    

    
      Because there was an unshakable trust that what you did for the other, they’d do for you in return.  
    

    
      Before they knew it, a solid bond of trust had formed between Dayle and Luis.  
    

    
      Dayle grinned.  
    

    
      “Right. It’s only natural. By the way, where’s the master? I heard he came back from the extracurricular activity.”  
    

    
      As he spoke, Dayle pulled a chair from the corner and sat down.  
    

    
      But—  
    

    
      Thud!
       
    

    
      He missed the chair and fell on his butt.  
    

    
      Luis looked at him and asked,  
    

    
      “…What are you doing? Aftereffects of the spar? I didn’t go that hard to make your legs give out.”  
    

    
      “N-No. The chair just…”  
    

    
      Dayle floundered, his expression a mix of grievance and bewilderment.  
    

    
      And for good reason—he was sure he’d sat on the chair.  
    

    
      But he fell. 
    

    
      Looking again, the chair had slid slightly to the side.  
    

    
      ‘That’s weird.’  
    

    
      It’s not like the chair grew legs and moved on its own.  
    

    
      ‘Did I push it while sitting?’  
    

    
      Scratching his head, Dayle properly positioned the chair under him and bent his knees.  
    

    
      And fell again.  
    

    
      Thud!
       
    

    
      Only then did Dayle sense something was off. He sprang up, assuming a combat stance.  
    

    
      Gripping his Blade Muskets in both hands, he scanned the surroundings with a serious gaze and warned,“I don’t know which bastard’s messing around, but stop it and come out now.”  
    

    
      Luis drew his sword too, surveying the area.  
    

    
      He’d seen it clearly.  
    

    
      Right before Dayle sat, the chair moved on its own.  
    

    
      “….”  
    

    
      A heavy silence enveloped the hall.  
    

    
      Cold sweat dripped down Dayle’s forehead.  
    

    
      His eyes darted around, on high alert, as his mind raced at breakneck speed.  
    

    
      He sent a [Whisper] to Luis.  
    

    
      [Probably a mage, right?]  
    

    
      [For now.]  
    

    
      [Is there a mage who knows our location? What do we do?]  
    

    
      [I don’t know who they are, but we can’t let them leave alive.]  
    

    
      Dayle nodded.  
    

    
      It didn’t matter if someone knew Lunatic’s location.  
    

    
      They could always relocate their base.  
    

    
      But their faces being fully exposed was another issue entirely.  
    

    
      They couldn’t let a hidden enemy walk away.  
    

    
      [Damn it. Where the hell are they hiding?]  
    

    
      They needed to at least pinpoint their location to do anything.  
    

    
      That’s when it happened.  
    

    
      In the tense atmosphere where no one dared move rashly, a faint chuckle broke through.  
    

    
      “Kukukuk.”  
    

    
      At the same time, Luis lowered his sword.  
    

    
      With a sigh, he ran a hand through his hair, his face a mix of exasperation and relief.  
    

    
      And joy.  
    

    
      “Master.”  
    

    
      The laughter grew louder.  
    

    
      “Puhahaha!”  
    

    
      Finally grasping the situation, Dayle rolled on the floor.  
    

    
      “What the hell! It was you, boss? You scared the crap out of me!”  
    

    
      “Sorry, sorry.”  
    

    
      “But where are you hiding? Why can’t I see you?”  
    

    
      He could hear the voice clearly, but looking in its direction, he saw nothing.  
    

    
      “Did you learn a vision that changes where your voice comes from?”  
    

    
      “No. Just wait a sec.”  
    

    
      What followed made Dayle jump in shock.  
    

    
      “A g-ghost!?”  
    

    
      Out of nowhere, clothes started appearing in midair.  
    

    
      Starting with underwear, then pants and a shirt layered on top.  
    

    
      The strange thing was, the floating clothes took on a vague human shape.  
    

    
      As if an invisible person was wearing them.  
    

    
      Then Luis asked,  
    

    
      “Could it be… Stealth?”  
    

    
      Instead of answering, I released Stealth.  
    

    
      I appeared suddenly.  
    

    
      “Hrk!”  
    

    
      Dayle was startled, and Luis had to suppress his surging emotions.  
    

    
      “…You found it.”  
    

    
      “Yeah. Got lucky. And…”  
    

    
      Snap!
       
    

    
      Clatter stepped out from behind me.  
    

    
      Unable to hold back his emotions any longer, Luis’s face crumpled.  
    

    
      He hurriedly bowed his head, pulling out a cloth to wipe his glasses.  
    

    
      Scrub scrub.
       
    

    
      I and Dayle watched him with smiles.  
    

    
      * * *  
    

    
      I told them about what happened during the extracurricular activity. 
    

    
       
    

    
      As concisely as possible.  
    

    
      I’d already recounted it once to Yuria and Rachel, twice to the professors, three times at the student affairs office, and now this was the fourth. So I wrapped it up in under thirty minutes.  
    

    
      “You were really lucky. To find Kanabi’s legacy during an extracurricular activity.”  
    

    
      “Yeah.”  
    

    
      It was thanks to [Gaius’s Insight], but I didn’t mention that.  
    

    
      “And Clatter’s back too.”  
    

    
      Then, as if remembering something he’d forgotten, Luis suddenly turned to Dayle and asked,  
    

    
      “Dayle. Have you finished the item I asked for?”  
    

    
      “What? Oh, the camera?”  
    

    
      “Yes.”  
    

    
      “Nah, haven’t made it yet.”  
    

    
      “What have you been doing all this time?”  
    

    
      “Was it urgent? I didn’t know.”  
    

    
      “…It’s not urgent, but please make it as soon as possible.”  
    

    
      “Got it, got it.”  
    

    
      Grumbling, Dayle looked at me with pleading eyes.  
    

    
      I chuckled.  
    

    
      “Luis.”  
    

    
      “Yes.”  
    

    
      “No word from the cult?”  
    

    
      “Correct. I heard they’re taking time to regroup. It seems the mission failure and losses during the midterm evaluation hit them hard.”  
    

    
      That was a relief.  
    

    
      I’d worried a request might’ve come in while things dragged on.  
    

    
      ‘Guess I worried for nothing.’  
    

    
      Regrouping, huh.  
    

    
      From the cult’s perspective, the losses during the midterm evaluation were negligible, so there was probably another reason.  
    

    
      I couldn’t easily guess what.  
    

    
      The main storyline had diverged too far from the original for me to rely on my future knowledge.  
    

    
      ‘It’s just for reference now.’  
    

    
      After the extracurricular activity came Chapter 4: the final evaluation.  
    

    
      And the final evaluation was when my Death Flag was supposed to happen.  
    

    
      In other words, the end of my fate was approaching.  
    

    
      ‘Will the Death Flag I tried so hard to avoid be gone, or is it still there?’  
    

    
      If my efforts so far hadn’t been in vain, the Death Flag would either be gone or weakened enough to overcome easily.  
    

    
      But if my efforts fell short—  
    

    
      ‘It’ll get tough.’  
    

    
      I wasn’t too worried.  
    

    
      I’d done my best, so I was confident, and I was ready to face whatever came.  
    

    
      The real shock was right now.  
    

    
      Luis’s question.  
    

    
      “So, Master. Why were you naked?”  
    

    
      “Huh?”  
    

    
      “When you used Stealth, you were naked, weren’t you?”  
    

    
      “Yeah.”  
    

    
      “I’m asking why.”  
    

    
      Dayle chimed in.  
    

    
      “Yeah, I was wondering too. What’s up with that? Do you have to be naked to use Stealth? Doesn’t it work on clothes?”  
    

    
      I nodded.  
    

    
      Or tried to, but Luis’s response was faster.  
    

    
      “Regular clothes, yes. But not the leather suits we wear for operations. Why else would they be classified as Thief Gadgets? They’re practically artifacts.”  
    

    
      That’s when I sensed something was off and hurriedly asked,  
    

    
      “Wait, Luis. You’re saying the leather suit works with Stealth?”  
    

    
      “Of course. Otherwise, our predecessors would’ve all been running around naked on missions. What are we, perverts?”  
    

    
      “Right, right. Imagine Stealth breaking mid-mission—that’d be the most embarrassing thing ever! Ugh, just thinking about it is mortifying! Hahaha!”  
    

    
      Dayle cracked up.  
    

    
      I wanted to laugh along, but I couldn’t.  
    

    
      My facial muscles felt paralyzed, refusing to move.  
    

    
      Sensing the odd atmosphere, Dayle stopped laughing and looked at me.  
    

    
      So did Luis.  
    

    
      “….”  
    

    
      “…You didn’t know?”  
    

    
      I couldn’t say a word.  
    

    
      I was just so damn wronged.  
    

    
      The two of them stared at me with disbelief.  
    

    
      “So you went from the Academy to here… naked?”  
    

    
      “Ahem. Well, it happens. It’s fine, boss. I get it.”  
    

    
      Really?  
    

    
      I glanced at Dayle, whose lips were twitching uncontrollably.  
    

    
      Anyone could see he was desperately holding back laughter.  
    

  
    Chapter 116: Chapter 116

    
      Chapter 116: A Gift
    

    
      An elderly gentleman entered a space filled only with darkness.
    

    
      With pure white hair that reached his waist tied back tightly, the old gentleman, wearing a fedora on top, tapped the cane in his hand.
    

    
      At that, the man who was seated lifted his head.
    

    
      “I knew you were here long ago, so you don’t have to make it so obvious.”
    

    
      “The welcome was so poor, I thought I’d show my displeasure.”
    

    
      At the old gentleman’s words, the man grinned.
    

    
      The scar that ran in a straight line from his forehead to his mouth twitched gruesomely.
    

    
      “Welcome. Cristiano.”
    

    
      The man, Lutus, opened his arms and welcomed Cristiano.
    

    
      “It’s been a while, hasn’t it? Was the journey difficult? Have you eaten?”
    

    
      “I have.”
    

    
      “Is that so? A pity. The beef we butchered today is quite fresh.”
    

    
      “Enough with the pleasantries. Let’s get straight to the point. What happened to her?”
    

    
      Cristiano took off his fedora, placed it on the dining table and asked bluntly.
    

    
      His voice was as dull as scraping metal, his hair had turned white, and his back was stooped, but surprisingly, Cristiano’s skin was taut and clear without a single wrinkle.
    

    
      So, staring at his face brought a strange sense of cognitive dissonance but Lutus, as if familiar with such a sight, smiled even more deeply.
    

    
      “Shed your skin again in the meantime?”
    

    
      “Don’t change the subject and answer my question. What happened to her? Where is she now?”
    

    
      “Heh heh. No fun at all.”
    

    
      Lutus pointed to the floor with his finger.
    

    
      “Down here. It hasn’t been long since she woke up.” 
    

    
      “The result?”
    

    
      “I don’t know yet. But she hasn’t gone mad. In fact, just returning alive from that place is a great success. That place is a convergence of all kinds of malice, isn't it?”
    

    
      Deep within the facility managed by the Darkness Council, there existed a forbidden zone called the Hell Pit.
    

    
      No one knew when it had been there or how it had come to be, but the Hell Pit was a place connected to another dimension or space.
    

    
      Some said it was a place created from the collection of humanity's evil hearts.
    

    
      Others said it was the world’s shadow where demons, defeated in war, hid to await their next chance, while some claimed it was a place of exile for demons, created by the gods who won the war.
    

    
      Whatever was said, the important thing was that it was a place filled with all the world’s evil, malevolent thoughts, curses, and madness.
    

    
      An ordinary human couldn't last a minute and even High Clerics who had achieved a certain level of mastery couldn't endure a full day before fleeing.
    

    
      Not that they could completely escape.
    

    
      The curse of the Hell Pit tormented the intruder like an indelible brand on the soul, and the end was fixed.
    

    
      Death.
    

    
      Of the ten who challenged the Hell Pit, all ten became soaked in madness, killing their comrades, plunging a sword into their own necks to commit suicide, or hanging themselves.
    

    
      It didn't matter the rank.
    

    
      Bishop, High Cleric or Cleric.
    

    
      All went mad and the end was a tragedy.
    

    
      So the Hell Pit was sealed.
    

    
      By special order of the Archpontiff.
    

    
      That was eight years ago.
    

    
      Just as it was being forgotten from people's memories, she returned to this world.
    

    
      She was the girl who had been sent into the Hell Pit just before it was sealed, and no one had thought she would return alive.
    

    
      Except for one person, Bishop Lutus.
    

    
      “Heh heh. What did I say? Didn’t I say the prophecy was right?”
    

    
      Watching the grotesquely smiling Lutus, Cristiano moaned for a moment.
    

    
      At this rate, he might have to move the plan forward earlier.
    

    
      “She didn’t go mad?”
    

    
      “You don’t seem to believe it?”
    

    
      It was only natural.
    

    
      Although the Hell Pit was under the management of the Darkness Council who had discovered it first, its terrifying infamy had spread throughout the entire cult, regardless of faction.
    

    
      So, showing was faster than a hundred words.
    

    
      “Follow me.”
    

    
      Lutus led the way, guiding Cristiano down to the basement.
    

    
      They descended the chilly basement stairs and passed through several steel doors.
    

    
      The security was tight and High Clerics themselves were standing guard.
    

    
      “She’s a secret weapon.”
    

    
      Lutus answered, though he hadn't been asked.
    

    
      Cristiano simply nodded his head silently.
    

    
      The result was still pending, but if she, who had returned from the Hell Pit as Lutus claimed, had successfully awakened, she would be a fearsome secret weapon for the Darkness Council.
    

    
      ‘The power of a demon…’
    

    
      Even Cristiano did not know in detail the extent of a demon’s power.
    

    
      However, from what he had read in ancient texts, he knew it was a formidable power, enough to wipe out a city.
    

    
      “By the way, did you hear? They say Papamus is dead.”
    

    
      “I heard.”
    

    
      “Do you know who killed him?”
    

    
      “I don’t know that yet.”
    

    
      “Gerard.”
    

    
      Cristiano’s steps faltered for a brief moment.
    

    
      “I don’t care if that moron who holes himself up in his room doing research dies or not, but if the one who killed him is Gerard, that’s a different story. It seems we need to take action quickly.”
    

    
      “I’ll think about it.”
    

    
      Finally, they arrived at a space.
    

    
      It was, in a way, a very desolate and dreary place with a single bed placed in the middle and beneath the bed, a blood-red hexagram array was drawn.
    

    
      And upon seeing the bed, Bishop Cristiano paused.
    

    
      A woman was sitting on the bed.
    

    
      As their eyes met, Cristiano’s body trembled as if struck by lightning.
    

    
      Generally, a demon is depicted as frightening, enormous and monstrous.
    

    
      But there was a saying that the reality was the opposite.
    

    
      ‘The appearance of demons who tempt humans and whisper sweet words is, in fact, breathtakingly beautiful.’
    

    
      And that was true.
    

    
      ‘A flower. A beautifully bloomed flower.’
    

    
      Cristiano was engulfed by a strong desire to pluck that flower and surprised by the youth and lust surging within him for the first time in a long while, he let out a dry cough.
    

    
      Of course, he hadn't earned his position as a Bishop by luck, so it was only for a moment.
    

    
      He quickly regained his composure.
    

    
      “Heh heh.”
    

    
      Lutus patted his shoulder as if in understanding and approached her.
    

    
      Her gaze turned toward the approaching Lutus.
    

    
      “Daddy!”
    

    
      “Yes, my daughter. It’s Daddy!”
    

    
      Lutus embraced her.
    

    
      The smile on his lips grew ever wider.
    

    
      Conversely, Cristiano had to hide his bitterness.
    

    
      As Lutus had guessed, she hadn't gone mad.
    

    
      Her mental age seemed somewhat low, but it didn't matter since she was a weapon anyway.
    

    
      A weapon that simply had to carry out orders.
    

    
      Rather than having high intelligence and thinking for herself, that kind of childlike regression was better.
    

    
      At least she wouldn’t disobey her daddy’s words.
    

    
      Cristiano smiled innocently on the outside, but feeling the great evil squirming inside her body, he swallowed hard.
    

    
      ‘It was a success.’
    

    
      He had felt it from the moment their eyes first met.
    

    
      A charm so potent that even he, armed with a strong mind, was momentarily captivated.
    

    
      Lilith’s seed had successfully blossomed.
    

    
      “I’m thinking of infiltrating this child into the Academy.”
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      Lutus spoke.
    

    
      “...What did you say?”
    

    
      “Why are you surprised? Isn’t our goal to destroy Frey’s Academy anyway? It would be convenient to use this child.”
    

    
      Cristiano couldn’t deny it.
    

    
      Even he thought that if that thing were dropped into the Academy, that day would be the day the Academy met its doom.
    

    
      “But there’s a condition.”
    

    
      “A condition?”
    

    
      “Yes. Abandon Shadow, Cristiano.”
    

    
      Cristiano’s brow furrowed.
    

    
      “That again? You said that last time, too. Honestly, I don’t understand, Lutus. Why do you hate Shadow so much? Why are you so obsessed with Shadow?”
    

    
      The usefulness and utility of Shadow were undeniable.
    

    
      Of course, their work overlapped with the Darkness Council’s in many ways and there had been times when the Darkness Council suffered because of it.
    

    
      But if one were to assign blame, it was purely damage incurred because the Darkness Council displayed a useless sense of rivalry toward Shadow.
    

    
      Had they understood and accepted each other's strengths and weaknesses, it could have created synergy instead of damage, bringing good results for both sides.
    

    
      But Lutus's stance was firm.
    

    
      Then and now.
    

    
      He was proposing to discard the Shadow card.
    

    
      “Is there a reason to hate something? I just don’t like it. So what will you do? Are you in or out?”
    

    
      Ah.
    

    
      There was one clear difference from before.
    

    
      Last time it was a proposal, but today it felt like a demand.
    

    
      Cristiano looked at Lilith’s seed, smiling brightly beside Lutus.
    

    
      It seemed she would stab him in the neck with a smile and without hesitation if Lutus gave the order.
    

    
      “It’s not a bad deal now, is it? If my daughter smashes the Academy, both you and I will successfully build up our achievements. It’s a win-win, you see? You wanted to become an Archpontiff too, didn't you?”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “Here. Here is the rope to climb up to Archpontiff. A sturdier and more certain rope than Shadow.”
    

    
      Cristiano stared at his hand for a moment.
    

    
      Then he asked.
    

    
      “Do you know something, Lutus?”
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      “I never intended to go all the way with Shadow. I was planning to suck them dry and then toss them aside.”
    

    
      “……!”
    

    
      “Aren’t they just a bunch of ruined thieves? They might think they’re painting a future with us, but that’s a foolish delusion.”
    

    
      Lutus let out a dry, incredulous laugh.
    

    
      “You really are the filthiest human I know.”
    

    
      Cristiano did not deny it.
    

    
      “Thank you for the compliment.”
    

    
      The two bishops looked at each other and soon burst into laughter.
    

    
      “Giggle!”
    

    
      The woman, who had been sitting quietly on the bed, saw this and laughed along.
    

    
      She didn't know why they were laughing, but it didn't really matter.
    

    
      She just laughed because Lutus was laughing.
    

    
      Like a puppet that had lost its soul.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      As soon as the lecture ended, I looked to my side.
    

    
      “Senior.”
    

    
      Looking over, Yuria was, as expected, looking up at me, clutching my sleeves with both hands.
    

    
      I could feel the gazes of those around us.
    

    
      But it seemed I was the only one who felt it.
    

    
      Yuria didn’t pay them any mind and was chattering away.
    

    
      The topic was about the lecture and the upcoming final exams, but this situation was quite burdensome for me, so I let out an inward sigh.
    

    
      ‘This is driving me crazy.’
    

    
      Actually, this was a lot better.
    

    
      I was just letting it be now, but at first, it was utter chaos.
    

    
      “Oh my! What’s with you two?”
    

    
      “Look here! Yuria and Gerard-senior are datinggg!”
    

    
      “Isn’t this a bit too obvious!?”
    

    
      That day, I had to run around so much that my feet were sweating, denying that it wasn't like that, that it was a misunderstanding.
    

    
      Of course, the others knew we were in a mentor-mentee relationship, so they seemed to be treating it as a half-joke, but as the person involved, I could feel it.
    

    
      Yuria had changed.
    

    
      The turning point was, of course, the off-campus activity.
    

    
      Wherever I went, Yuria stuck to me and when we had different lectures or parted ways in front of the dormitory, she would press me for a detailed schedule of what I was going to do.
    

    
      It was on a different level from just being curious and showing interest.
    

    
      Her gaze itself was different.
    

    
      ‘This is almost beyond obsession, reaching the level of madness…’
    

    
      “I have to go to a special lecture by my advising professors now, but what are you doing, senior?”
    

    
      “Just staying in the dorm.”
    

    
      “Then do you want to go with me?”
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “It would be good if you attended too, senior. I subtly asked Professor Chaser last time, and he said it would be fine if you came along. He even said it would be great if I brought you.”
    

    
      I cursed Chaser inwardly.
    

    
      There was no way I wouldn't know his sly intentions.
    

    
      “Really? Next time.”
    

    
      I gently removed Yuria’s hands that were holding my sleeves.
    

    
      “Ah…”
    

    
      For the first time, a shadow fell over Yuria’s face, which had been shining brightly the whole time.
    

    
      She looked down at the ground, crestfallen.
    

    
      Damn it.
    

    
      It stung, but I couldn't help it.
    

    
      I had a prior engagement.
    

    
      “I’m tired, so I’m going to head off first. See you tomorrow.”
    

    
      “Okayy.”
    

    
      Yuria walked away, her shoulders slumped.
    

    
      I pretended to head toward the dormitory, then changed direction and headed for the school gate.
    

    
      “Over here!”
    

    
      As I went to the gate, Karina, who was leaning against a stone pillar, waved her hand toward me.
    

    
      My appointment was with Karina.
    

    
      Yesterday, Karina had suddenly pressed me to make time for her.
    

    
      “What? Go out to Icata? Why?”
    

    
      She didn't tell me the purpose.
    

    
      It was strange, but since I didn't have anything particular to do, I accepted her request.
    

    
      Sorry to Yuria, but telling her I was going to the dorm was also a lie.
    

    
      Why did I lie?
    

    
      I just felt like I had to.
    

    
      ‘Don’t tell her you’re going out with Karina.’
    

    
      My instinct warned me, and I obediently followed that warning.
    

    
      “What took you so long? The lecture ended a while ago.”
    

    
      As I approached, Karina grumbled.
    

    
      “You know why.”
    

    
      “The leech?”
    

    
      The leech referred to Yuria.
    

    
      That's what Karina had been calling Yuria lately.
    

    
      It wasn't a very fitting nickname, so I just waved my hand dismissively and asked.
    

    
      “So? Why do you need me to go to Icata?”
    

    
      “Just shut up and follow me.”
    

    
      “Ah. When are you going to tell me? Did you prepare some kind of surprise event?”
    

    
      Karina didn't answer.
    

    
      As soon as we arrived in Icata, the place she headed to was a restaurant named ‘Noblesse Oblige’.
    

    
      The name referred to the virtue of the nobility, tolerance, but in reality, it was just a super-luxurious restaurant that only nobles went to.
    

    
      Where every single menu item easily surpassed the gold unit.
    

    
      That’s why I had only been there a few times in the original work and I had never once been to the top, the 3rd floor, even in the original.
    

    
      Guided by the waiters, we sat down and as if they had been waiting, chefs who were on standby cooked right next to us and served the food.
    

    
      They added explanations along with the names of the dishes, but they were strange names and explanations that were not easy to follow no matter how much I rolled my tongue.
    

    
      So I just nodded my head vaguely and looked at Karina.
    

    
      “……What is this?”
    

    
      “What do you mean, what is this? It’s dinner. Hurry up and eat. It’ll taste bad if it gets cold.”
    

    
      I ate.
    

    
      The taste was certainly good, but it wasn’t for me.
    

    
      The taste, the atmosphere, the comfortable mood—Baron Tesda's house and his cooking were more my style.
    

    
      “By the way. Can you stop with the ‘what is this’ thing?”
    

    
      Then Karina suddenly got annoyed.
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “‘What is this?’ ‘What is this?’ Why do you always say ‘what is this’ whenever you see me? Do you have so little to say?”
    

    
      I didn't know what kind of situation this was in the middle of a meal.
    

    
      I was flustered, but I answered that I understood.
    

    
      Only then did Karina smile with satisfaction and resume her meal.
    

    
      ‘Seriously, what is with her?’
    

    
      I felt like I was going to get indigestion while eating an expensive meal.
    

    
      After the super-luxurious restaurant, the place we visited was a workshop.
    

    
      And not just any workshop, but the ‘Red Dragon Workshop’, managed directly by the Zain family.
    

    
      Only then did I smile and ask.
    

    
      “Aha. You came here to buy an artifact, didn’t you?”
    

    
      “Yes. I lost my staff because of someone.”
    

    
      I had already heard that Karina had broken her staff while trying to save me.
    

    
      So, the reason she brought me along must be because she wanted my opinion on getting a good item.
    

    
      It was an excellent judgment, uncharacteristic of Karina.
    

    
      Believe it or not, I still had a clear grasp of information about items.
    

    
      Heck, I'll pick out a good one for her.
    

    
      “Since I’m grateful, I’ll help you pick out a good one.”
    

    
      “I’ve already ordered one, so don’t get cocky and just stay put.”
    

    
      Hmm.
    

    
      It was a misunderstanding.
    

    
      As she said, an employee immediately guided us to the reception room and soon, he came back holding a long wooden box that shone with a deep brown light.
    

    
      “Here is the item you ordered.”
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      And then Karina handed that wooden box back to me.
    

    
      It was a very natural, fluid motion.
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      It seemed my role was that of a porter.
    

    
      ‘Right. She threw away her stuff for me, so this much is nothing.’
    

    
      I had just resolved to be a porter for a day, making a big decision, when it happened.
    

    
      “This, too.”
    

    
      Karina held out something else to me.
    

    
      And seeing it, I froze for a brief moment.
    

    
      ‘This is definitely…?’
    

    
      The day I was being chased by Pirion, the room I entered by chance.
    

    
      It's perfectly identical to the wrapping paper I saw there.
    

    
      I carefully took it and checked the contents, and sure enough, I confirmed that the fist-sized wooden box I saw then was inside.
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      From then on, we didn't say a word.
    

    
      A strange, indescribable current swirled between us and just like that, we arrived at the Academy, filled with awkwardness and embarrassment.
    

    
      Even until then, I had my doubts.
    

    
      ‘It must be for someone else.’
    

    
      I'm the porter, right?
    

    
      “Here.”
    

    
      Upon arriving, I handed her the staff and the wrapped box.
    

    
      Karina left the wrapped package and only took the staff.
    

    
      “That’s. A-a p-present!”
    

    
      I stared blankly at Karina, who was disappearing with quick steps.
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      Chapter 117: War of Nerves
    

    
      I returned to my dorm and placed the wrapped gift on my desk.
    

    
      A gift.
    

    
      There was nothing strange to think about it.
    

    
      Karina had promised to give me a gift as a reward for saving her life from the blood curse and as payment for having suspected me.
    

    
      There was no need to question her intentions, no need to make a fuss.
    

    
      The reason I felt awkward was because of Karina's somewhat strangely suggestive atmosphere.
    

    
      Come to think of it, Karina's attitude toward me lately has changed quite a bit.
    

    
      At first, I thought the curse, not fully eliminated, was eating away at her brain (not kidding, I was serious).
    

    
      But it wasn't.
    

    
      After returning from the off-campus activity, I had asked Professor Ilai, and she had confirmed that there was nothing wrong with Karina.
    

    
      The funny thing was Karina’s reaction that followed.
    

    
      The Karina I knew would have naturally thrown a fit.
    

    
      Why?
    

    
      Because I had suddenly treated her like a lunatic.
    

    
      The Karina I knew should have raged and thrown a tantrum.
    

    
      And yet.
    

    
      “She left without saying much.”
    

    
      She did glare at me, but that was a reaction a normal person would show, definitely not a reaction Karina would show.
    

    
      It was so unexpected that even Professor Ilai, who was watching from the side, asked, ‘Did you happen to find some dirt on Karina?’
    

    
      “Did we really develop a love-hate bond or something?”
    

    
      If so, that was a relief.
    

    
      No.
    

    
      Not a relief, this was actually how it should be.
    

    
      ‘Look at how much I’ve done for her.’
    

    
      I forgave her for suspecting me of being a thief.
    

    
      Forgave her for stalking.
    

    
      Forgave her for breaking and entering.
    

    
      I had saved her life several times, and if you add in all the help I gave her without her knowing, love-hate bond or not, Karina should be worshiping me as her savior.
    

    
      It was me, wasn't it?
    

    
      I would have given my all.
    

    
      In other words, a normal person would have been grateful long ago, but because she’s Karina Zain, she’s only now feeling thankful and trying to be nice to me…….
    

    
      “……Hmm. That doesn’t suit her either.”
    

    
      Karina was, by name and in reality, the craziest bitch in this area.
    

    
      I couldn't for the life of me picture her being nice to me.
    

    
      “Karina should be Karina. If she suddenly changes her concept, that’s tiring in its own way.”
    

    
      I thought the current distance between us was just right.
    

    
      Now, there was nothing more to give, and nothing more to receive.
    

    
      Karina is the arbiter of justice who brings down the hammer on evil.
    

    
      At the same time, she’s a hero who will save this world along with Ivan, so getting deeply involved would only become tiring.
    

    
      I didn't want that either.
    

    
      “Anyway, this must be the gift, right? Let’s see what’s so great that it took this long.”
    

    
      I took out the neatly folded letter and the wooden box containing the gift from the wrapping paper, and after wondering what to look at first, I opened the box.
    

    
      Click.
    

    
      Inside the box was a bracelet.
    

    
      A thread bracelet.
    

    
      At first, I thought it was gold, but when I took it out of the box and looked at it from different angles, it also changed to red depending on the direction of the light.
    

    
      “Oho.”
    

    
      It was fascinating.
    

    
      But that was all.
    

    
      Other than the color-changing, it looked ordinary, and I couldn't find any distinctive features.
    

    
      Could it be like the ‘Star’s Blessing’ and melt into my skin when worn?
    

    
      I tried putting it on my wrist, but that wasn't it either.
    

    
      The length was a perfect fit for my wrist, as if custom-made, neither too tight nor too loose.
    

    
      I shook my wrist with the bracelet on and chuckled.
    

    
      “This is just an accessory, isn't it? She talked like she was giving me something amazing.”
    

    
      I put on the bracelet and this time picked up the letter.
    

    
      I wondered if the real gift wasn't the bracelet but the contents of this letter.
    

    
      “Huh? But the stationery has changed.”
    

    
      It wasn't the stationery I had seen in the room.
    

    
      Back then, it was definitely a light pink, but now it’s white.
    

    
      She must have had something to correct, so she threw it away and changed it.
    

    
      Thinking it was no big deal, I unfolded the letter.
    

    
      What was important wasn't the color of the stationery, but the content written inside.
    

    
      [That. I had it specially custom-made by requesting it from the Red Dragon Workshop. So it doesn’t have a name. If I had to give it one, it would be ‘Agnis’ after my middle name…… Ah, whatever. It’s yours now, so call it whatever you want. The special ability is [Warmth of Healing], so use it well, or don’t.]
    

    
      The letter ended there.
    

    
      From beginning to end, it was so uncool, but in a way, it was also very Karina-like.
    

    
      Anyway, a product from the Red Dragon Workshop.
    

    
      “This is awesome.”
    

    
      I looked at the bracelet again with new eyes.
    

    
      It was only natural that I didn't recognize it.
    

    
      An artifact specially custom-made at the Red Dragon Workshop would be an item that didn't exist in the original work.
    

    
      So this was an artifact made just for me.
    

    
      “And [Warmth of Healing] on top of that.”
    

    
      [Warmth of Healing] was a fire-attribute magic corresponding to the 5th Circle.
    

    
      A vision that, despite being a fire-attribute elemental magic focused on attack power, had a healing effect that could rival water-attribute magic or holy magic.
    

    
      ‘For 1 minute, automatically restores the wounds the caster has sustained.’
    

    
      That was the description from the guidebook, and the word to pay attention to here was ‘automatic restoration’.
    

    
      With holy magic, one couldn't move while casting, but [Warmth of Healing], once used, would heal wounds on its own, allowing the caster to move and take other actions.
    

    
      Meaning, it was a recovery vision that shined in a chaotic battle.
    

    
      Of course, it had the drawback of not being able to heal others, meaning injured comrades…… but I doubt I would ever have an occasion to use this on someone else anyway.
    

    
      “For a selfish bastard like me, this isn’t even a drawback.”
    

    
      What was most touching, though, was the unseen effort that must have gone into making this artifact, ‘Agnis’.
    

    
      I couldn't see it, but I could guess.
    

    
      It was an artifact inscribed with a 5th Circle magic array.
    

    
      To have this made, how many favors must Karina have asked for, and how much must she have run around?
    

    
      Even if the Red Dragon Workshop belonged to the Zain family.
    

    
      In fact, that would have made it more difficult and she would have had to be more careful.
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      ……It seemed I needed to revise my perception of Karina.
    

    
      Not a moderate distance, but Karina was more grateful to me than I thought.
    

    
      She just didn't express it outwardly.
    

    
      “Or maybe……”
    

    
      I stared at the changed stationery for a while before folding it neatly and putting it in my drawer.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The next day.
    

    
      As I was leaving the classroom after class, Yuria, who was stuck to my side, noticed the bracelet’s existence as if she were a ghost and asked.
    

    
      “What is this?”
    

    
      “Ah, this? A bracelet.”
    

    
      Yuria lifted her head and stared at me intently.
    

    
      Who doesn't know that?
    

    
      Her jet-black eyes were asking just that.
    

    
      “……Where did you get it?”
    

    
      I hesitated for a moment.
    

    
      I myself didn't quite know why I was hesitating.
    

    
      I could just honestly say I got it from Karina, but my instincts screamed that if I said that, I'd be screwed, and my brain concocted excuses.
    

    
      “Um.”
    

    
      But there was no need for that.
    

    
      “I gave it to him.”
    

    
      Karina, who had appeared out of nowhere, looked down at Yuria and answered for me.
    

    
      “Why? Is there a problem? There isn’t, right?”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “By the way, that looks quite good on you. See, I have good taste. I thought red gold would suit y…….”
    

    
      “Is it an artifact?”
    

    
      Yuria cut Karina off and asked.
    

    
      “Ah. Yeah.”
    

    
      “……Ah. Then I guess I can’t even break it.”
    

    
      It was a small mumble, but my hearing clearly picked up her voice and the deep disappointment contained within it.
    

    
      So I hid the bracelet behind my back.
    

    
      A bead of cold sweat trickled down the back of my neck.
    

    
      The two women glaring at each other.
    

    
      And me, stuck in between.
    

    
      I felt it.
    

    
      Something.
    

    
      Something was about to happen.
    

    
      “Gerard-senior saved me, you know?”
    

    
      “So?”
    

    
      “So I gave it to him as a gift. As a thank you.”
    

    
      “I didn’t ask.”
    

    
      Karina’s lips curled up into a smirk.
    

    
      “You’re still so childish, aren't you? Your looks are childish and your behavior is childish. Well, I guess a kid who just says thank you to senior every day and has done nothing for him has to save her pride this way. I understand.”
    

    
      Yuria flinched.
    

    
      Judging by her reaction, that last one hit hard.
    

    
      As expected, Yuria stuttered.
    

    
      “D-don’t act all high and mighty just because you did that one little thing.”
    

    
      “Huhu. One little thing? Do you even know how much this costs? If you knew, you wouldn’t be able to say that.”
    

    
      “How much is it?”
    

    
      “200 gold?”
    

    
      Yuria was aghast.
    

    
      And so was I, standing next to her.
    

    
      200 gold was a whopping 100 million in real-world money.
    

    
      “You’ve got to be kidding me. 100 million. No, 200 gold?”
    

    
      “Th-that’s a lie.”
    

    
      Yuria shook her head, denying it.
    

    
      Karina leaned her face close to her and showed a triumphant grin.
    

    
      “Eh? A lie? Why would I tell such a lie?”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “Do I look like I wouldn’t have 200 gold? You must have forgotten, but I’m Karina Zain, Karina Zain. 200 gold is really nothing to me.”
    

    
      I wonder if it’s about the cost of my food for a month──?
    

    
      Karina tilted her head, placing a finger on her lips, then glanced down to check Yuria’s expression.
    

    
      Yuria stood still.
    

    
      However, her shoulders were trembling finely as if she were suppressing her anger, and Karina, catching this, smiled again.
    

    
      The smile of a perfect victor.
    

    
      “Well then. Now that I’ve seen that it suits you, I’ll be going?”
    

    
      And with that, Karina coolly turned around.
    

    
      I watched her retreating back with its clicking heels with an incredulous look.
    

    
      ‘Why on earth did she come here? To show off her money?’
    

    
      It was obnoxious, but aside from Karina’s business, I looked at ‘Agnis’ with new eyes.
    

    
      I knew it would be expensive, but I never thought it would be as much as 200 gold.
    

    
      ‘No, wait. It’s made by the Red Dragon Workshop, so of course it’s expensive.’
    

    
      To be precise, it was an item that couldn't be given a ‘price’ tag.
    

    
      The Red Dragon Workshop only dealt with people who were ‘qualified’.
    

    
      It was an artifact you couldn't get even if you had the money.
    

    
      All their products were handmade, and since this was a special production with only one in the world, it couldn't even be resold.
    

    
      The Red Dragon Workshop probably recognized that the owner of this ‘Agnis’ was me, Gerard.
    

    
      ‘Now, what do I do?’
    

    
      I looked at Yuria with pitiful eyes.
    

    
      Yuria, defeated in the clash of two titans, was crestfallen and still silent.
    

    
      As far as I knew, this was her first defeat in a war of nerves with Karina…….
    

    
      ‘Honestly, crushing someone with money is cheating. Even I can’t beat Karina with money.’
    

    
      Honestly, how many people on this imperial land could beat Karina with money?
    

    
      But it was hard to say anything, because the one who fired the first shot was none other than Yuria herself.
    

    
      ‘Why did she have to ask how much it was…….’
    

    
      Yuria had started a fight she was at a disadvantage in, and in the end, she lost.
    

    
      ‘Don’t tell me she’s going to fall into a slump again, thinking something like Karina is a better match for me, right?’
    

    
      Strangely, Yuria’s mental state weakened whenever it was related to Karina, so this worry suddenly popped into my head.
    

    
      As I was fretting inwardly, Yuria called me first.
    

    
      “Senior.”
    

    
      “Ah. Uh. Yuria. Go ahead.”
    

    
      “I have something I want to do.”
    

    
      “Oh, really? What the heck, I’m feeling generous! I’ll do whatever you want today! What do you want to do? Eat? Or should we go to the Lodge Café and have some strawberry cake for the first time in a while? Feel free to say whatever!”
    

    
      Normally, we would have just eaten and gone to train together, but it didn't seem like we could do that today.
    

    
      It wasn't the right atmosphere, and I was having strong doubts about my own role, whether I was a mentor or a manager, but whatever the case, taking care of Yuria was the priority right now.
    

    
      “I want to earn money.”
    

    
      My thought process momentarily stopped.
    

    
      I thought she would at most suggest eating some sweet dessert, but this was an answer that was not in my predictions.
    

    
      “……Money? Suddenly?”
    

    
      Yuria nodded.
    

    
      “Yes. I need to earn money. A lot of it. So, among the things I can do right now, what’s the best way to earn the most money?”
    

    
      “Are you being serious?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      I was a bit flustered because it was different from what I expected, but recalling what just happened, it wasn't a completely incomprehensible situation either.
    

    
      A job where we could earn a lot of money at our level.
    

    
      This was what immediately came to mind.
    

    
      “Bounties, of course.”
    

    
      “Bounties……?”
    

    
      “The villains, you know? The bounties on their heads. Aiming for that is the way for us to make a lot of money.”
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      Chapter 118: Bounty Hunting (1)
    

    
      Actually, I don’t know if you’ll remember, but we have received a bounty before.
    

    
      When we caught the Head Collector, Cave.
    

    
      That guy was a ‘Slaughter’ grade villain recorded on the international wanted list, and the bounty on his head was a whopping ten gold coins.
    

    
      So, 10 gold.
    

    
      On top of that, we even caught Ged, who was leaking the methods to break visions and received a Medal of Merit and with the added prize money from the medal, we received a total of 20 gold.
    

    
      With this much money, you really didn't have to worry about living expenses while attending the Academy.
    

    
      The dormitory is supported by the imperial family, so it’s free, and the basic living expenses are at most for food or teaching materials and supplies needed for lectures.
    

    
      The problem is the money used to upgrade equipment or buy artifacts, secret tomes, spirit herbs, and elixirs…… but honestly, that’s only possible for the well-off kids with strong backgrounds.
    

    
      It’s common for cadets from ordinary commoner families to rip their pants trying to keep up with them, so a realistic option for them was hunting for prize money and bounties.
    

    
      “But why do you suddenly want to earn money?”
    

    
      “When I thought about it, I haven’t really done anything for you, senior.”
    

    
      “What are you talking about? What do you mean you haven’t done anything?”
    

    
      “Really? What have I done?”
    

    
      Yuria looked straight at me and asked, and for a moment, I was at a loss for words.
    

    
      ‘Huh? Right. What has she done?’
    

    
      I thought about it carefully.
    

    
      What things has Yuria done for me?
    

    
      But no matter how much I thought, I had unilaterally done so much for her that nothing immediately came to mind.
    

    
      It couldn’t be helped; I invested in Yuria without expecting anything in return to make her my right-hand woman.
    

    
      With the goal of raising her as a counter to Ivan.
    

    
      As long as she grew up well, I had nothing more to ask for.
    

    
      You know how a parent’s heart is, full just by watching their child eat?
    

    
      It’s similar to that.
    

    
      “Ah, right. You got a good grade on the mid-term evaluation, right? And you’ll get a high grade on the final evaluation soon. Then I’ll be first in the mentor evaluation and get merit points, right? So that’s something you’re doing for me. Isn’t it?”
    

    
      “That’s something I promised to do for you originally and I don’t even know if I’ll get a good grade on the final evaluation yet. What if I mess up?”
    

    
      “That’s true, but…… Ah. Besides that, you gave me this subspace ring, right? Yes, that’s right! Don’t you remember?”
    

    
      “……I didn’t buy it for you. I received it from Mr. Hans and it’s not expensive either. Compared to what you’ve done for me, senior, it’s a drop in the ocean.”
    

    
      “And there’s trust.”
    

    
      “Trust……?”
    

    
      “Yes!”
    

    
      I nodded my head emphatically.
    

    
      Yes.
    

    
      Trust.
    

    
      An absolute belief that she would never betray me in any situation.
    

    
      And the certainty that she would always be on my side.
    

    
      Yuria gave me those things and I thought they were more valuable, appreciated, and cherished than any equipment or artifact…….
    

    
      “Ha. I really haven't done anything, have I? Trust. Trust……”
    

    
      Yuria mumbled weakly, staring into the air with glazed-over eyes.
    

    
      “Alright. I get it now. I’ll work harder and buy you something good, senior.”
    

    
      No.
    

    
      It’s true…….
    

    
      This is a situation where she's just fishing for a specific answer.
    

    
      “……What kind of gift are you going to give me?”
    

    
      But even in this situation, whether it was a thief's instinct or I had become a money-crazed fool, my mouth was impertinently asking what kind of gift she would give me.
    

    
      “I haven’t decided yet. But, at least over 200 gold.”
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      In that moment, two incompatible emotions soared at the same time.
    

    
      One was joy, the other was worry.
    

    
      The joy was, of course, a materialistic joy about the possibility of 200 gold coming into my hands and the worry was a pure concern stemming from how hard it would be for Yuria to earn 200 gold.
    

    
      ……It’s true.
    

    
      “So. I’ve decided to go bounty hunting.”
    

    
      “Hmm. So that’s how it is.”
    

    
      The next day.
    

    
      I met with Section Chief Baron and told him what had happened yesterday.
    

    
      After listening to the whole story and nodding, Section Chief Baron asked out of the blue.
    

    
      “But where did Rachel go?”
    

    
      “……Pardon?”
    

    
      “No. Isn’t Rachel missing from the Academy’s three great beauties, Eureka?”
    

    
      “So? Why are you suddenly bringing up Rachel?”
    

    
      “Wasn’t it a love quadrangle including Rachel? With you, Gerard, at the center.”
    

    
      “Ah. What kind of nonsense are you talking about? Did you even listen to what I said?”
    

    
      At my whining, Section Chief Baron laughed heartily and patted my shoulder.
    

    
      “It’s a joke, a joke. You little rascal.”
    

    
      “Don’t lie. You were serious.”
    

    
      “Hmm. Am I caught?”
    

    
      “……Ah.”
    

    
      “Huhu. Yes. The important thing isn’t who you end up with. Will you be alright? Bounty hunting. It won't be an easy task, you know.”
    

    
      I glared at Section Chief Baron for a moment, then relaxed my expression and patted my chest.
    

    
      “Of course, I’ll be fine. Have you forgotten? Which villains I’ve caught.”
    

    
      Excluding the ones I caught secretly like the necromancer of the cemetery and Narsi, I had officially caught at least two major villains.
    

    
      Notably, the Head Collector Cave and the Holy Sabo.
    

    
      There were other Dark Clerics and Galbart who was a cut above them in terms of skill, but when it came to infamy built on evil deeds, no villain could match those two.
    

    
      This world divides villains into grades based on their cruelty and infamy, broadly in the order of World Public Enemy, Slaughter, Judgment and Special Watch.
    

    
      Special Watch villains are those who have committed crimes like tax evasion, robbery, and assault, while Judgment is for rape, fraud, desertion, and murder.
    

    
      From the Slaughter grade onwards, the grade is not assigned from the beginning.
    

    
      It’s given to villains from the Judgment grade who commit another crime, continue to flee, or commit unspeakably vicious crimes like massacring a town.
    

    
      Finally, World Public Enemy is for the leaders of large criminal organizations or those with great martial power, the villains above villains.
    

    
      ‘And among them are the Five Evils.’
    

    
      Ah.
    

    
      Since I prevented Carl's rampage, which should have placed him among the Five Evils, it would still be the Four Evils now.
    

    
      ‘I wonder if he’s doing well?’
    

    
      I thought of Carl, whom I had met during the Entrance Festival.
    

    
      Since he had the potential to become a World Public Enemy, I thought he would be living well, serving as Karagas’s sheriff, but I was also worried because the ‘Blood’, a subordinate organization of the Darkness Council, was there.
    

    
      ‘If I can survive until the break, I should pay him a visit.’
    

    
      Anyway, the bounty increased as you went up the ranks, and to earn 200 gold, you had to catch at least a Slaughter-grade villain.
    

    
      “Have you decided on a target?”
    

    
      At Baron’s question, I shook my head.
    

    
      “Not yet. But since it’s our first time and we only have the weekend, I’m planning to pick a suitable target. The bounty will be small…… but this is all experience. In fact, this experience is the main goal. It’s not like I’m really trying to get an artifact from Yuria.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “Why are you looking at me like that?”
    

    
      “It’s nothing. Anyway, be careful. So you’ll be sleeping out?”
    

    
      I looked at Section Chief Baron with an expression that said, ‘why are you asking something so obvious?’ and answered.
    

    
      “Bounty hunting isn’t something you can finish in a day, you know? It’s a given that we’ll have to go out every weekend. And there might be cases where we have to sleep out in between. Why?”
    

    
      “It’s nothing. Have a safe trip. I’ll pray for your good fortune.”
    

    
      “Don’t pray.”
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “Because now, whatever encouragement you give, I suspect your ulterior motives.”
    

    
      “To doubt this teacher’s pure encouragement. I’m disappointed.”
    

    
      Though he said that, Section Chief Baron just continued to flash that unreadable smile at me.
    

    
      This wicked shipper.
    

    
      Looking at him, it seems like he's possessed by the ghost of a bachelor who died without getting married.
    

    
      “Senior!”
    

    
      Just then, Yuria waved from afar and ran over.
    

    
      “Were you waiting?”
    

    
      “Yeah. We were supposed to go to the Capital Defense Headquarters together after your class ended.”
    

    
      “But I told you to wait in the dormitory. It’s so hot outside like this.”
    

    
      “It’s fine, I was in the shade.”
    

    
      “You must have been bored being alone.”
    

    
      “……Ahem. I guess I’m invisible.”
    

    
      Only then did Yuria notice Section Chief Baron next to me and blinked her eyes.
    

    
      “Oh, Section Chief? When did you get here?”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      I burst out laughing at Section Chief Baron’s dumbfounded expression.
    

    
      It served him right.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      We visited the Capital Defense Headquarters in Icata.
    

    
      The Capital Defense Headquarters was an abbreviation for the Capital Defense Administration, and within it were the Public Security Headquarters, the Guards, the City Guard, and the Military Police.
    

    
      For reference, the Academy Guards who protect the Academy belong to the elite Military Police.
    

    
      “Woah.”
    

    
      As expected of the general headquarters of the defense forces protecting the capital, the Capital Defense Headquarters was enormous.
    

    
      The scale was different from the City Guard Office I saw in Roenberg; the grand buildings were all large and clean, and numerous people were coming and going.
    

    
      Among them, we headed to the Public Security Headquarters.
    

    
      Inside, City Guards in combat uniforms and headquarters staff were bustling about, and just as we were about to get lost like children in the chaos, we met a group of Military Police.
    

    
      “Excuse me. But are you two perhaps from the Academy……”
    

    
      When I nodded yes, he was extremely happy and grabbed Yuria’s hand.
    

    
      “I’m a fan!”
    

    
      “What is this……”
    

    
      “I read the article in the Royal Dream and have wanted to meet you once! Really. You truly are the reincarnation of Admari as I’ve heard!”
    

    
      Admari was the daughter of the main god, Max Obje, and the goddess of war and victory.
    

    
      She was also famous for her beautiful looks, so it was a nickname often attached to beautiful women as a modifier.
    

    
      “Hey. Hey, Yusborn. Who is it that you’re making such a fuss?”
    

    
      At his colleague’s question, the military policeman called Yusborn shouted.
    

    
      “Damn it. You don’t know? I’ve been telling you since last time! An amazing new cadet has entered the Academy! The youngest recipient of the Honorary Merit Medal, who also beat down the villains who invaded the Academy, and even resolved the recent zombie incident, the reincarnation of Admari!”
    

    
      The filmography spewed from his mouth as if he had memorized it.
    

    
      At that, Yuria looked at me in a fluster, but.
    

    
      “Ah, no. That wasn’t me. It was Gerard-senior here……”
    

    
      “Ooh! Is this him? I’m a fan too!”
    

    
      And so, an impromptu fan meeting broke out at the Public Security Headquarters.
    

    
      “Just one handshake!”
    

    
      “Me too!”
    

    
      “Ugh. Uwaaah! I’m not washing this hand today!”
    

    
      “I-I’ll have my name on your back here……”
    

    
      I moved away from them.
    

    
      It wasn't that I wanted to move away, but I was pushed and pushed by the crowd of people, and it naturally ended up like this.
    

    
      Damn it.
    

    
      I’m a total fifth wheel.
    

    
      ‘Well. Still.’
    

    
      Seeing Yuria, who didn't know what to do and was flustered but still listened to people's requests one by one, a chuckle escaped my lips.
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      Yuria, who was in the midst of the crowd, waved her arm toward me and shouted.
    

    
      “Senior! Over here! This person said they’ll help!”
    

    
      Fortunately, among Yuria's fans was a headquarters employee who managed the wanted list, and with his help, we were able to receive a file with the wanted posters organized.
    

    
      In an empty room, we opened the wanted file.
    

    
      Rustle──
    

    
      The classification ranged from Special Watch to World Public Enemy.
    

    
      The grade and bounty increased as we went further back, and the entries detailed the villain’s name, grade, and criminal history.
    

    
      In the very last entry, the bounty on the villain's head was written in large, thick numbers.
    

    
      “Who should we go for?”
    

    
      I asked, but I already had someone in mind before coming, so I flipped through the file to find him.
    

    
      “Hmm. Slaughter grade?”
    

    
      “No. Let’s not be greedy since it’s our first time.”
    

    
      “Why? The ones below that aren’t worth much money.”
    

    
      “The ones with high bounties are not only strong, but they’re also quick-witted and smart, so they’re good at hiding. We don’t know how much time it will take.”
    

    
      “Ah.”
    

    
      “So it’s also a good method to lower our sights and hunt the ones that are easy to find. We’ll go for quantity over quality.”
    

    
      “……I don’t mind if it takes a long time.”
    

    
      She pouted her lips like that, showing her displeasure, but it was only for a moment.
    

    
      Yuria did not oppose my opinion.
    

    
      “Okay. But next time, let’s go for an expensive wanted criminal.”
    

    
      “Alright.”
    

    
      I rummaged through the wanted criminals of the Judgment grade, below Slaughter.
    

    
      ‘It must be around here somewhere…….’
    

    
      Then, at some point, my hand, which had been flipping through the wanted posters without hesitation, came to a sudden stop.
    

    
      “Huh? This person……”
    

    
      Yuria’s eyes widened as she looked at the wanted poster.
    

    
      In the photo on the wanted poster, a person with a familiar appearance was staring straight at us.
    

    
      The entry written below.
    

    
      Grade: Judgment
    

    
      Criminal History: Robbery, arson, terror, murder and aiding and abetting, assault, etc. numerous
    

    
      Name: Skull Mask
    

    
      What.
    

    
      ……This is me?
    

    
      At that moment.
    

    
      “Let’s go for this person.”
    

    
      When I turned my head, Yuria was looking at me with eyes sparkling with anticipation.
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      I know what kind of anticipation is in those eyes.
    

    
      And the ulterior motive that lies within.
    

    
      Karina has a strong background and the financial power that comes from it, something Yuria does not possess.
    

    
      So, Yuria wants to reverse their positions by catching the Skull Mask, someone Karina ultimately failed to catch despite wanting so badly.
    

    
      After all, didn't the two of them make a bet over this very issue at the beginning of the semester?
    

    
      And it's not yet settled.
    

    
      ‘No wonder Yuria's eyes are sparkling.’
    

    
      But I couldn't grant Yuria's wish.
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “What? Why? It's a Judgment grade, lower than a Slaughter grade and his main area of activity is here in Icata, so it's close. Don't you think we can do it if we try, senior?”
    

    
      Her words were logical and persuasive enough.
    

    
      To refute this, I also needed evidence and logic that Yuria could accept, but there was no way I had such a thing.
    

    
      'It's just not possible because that guy is me. How can I explain that logically?'
    

    
      On the other hand, I did have another thought.
    

    
      Would it be okay if I confessed to Yuria now that I'm a thief?
    

    
      There's no status window showing stats like favorability, trust, and loyalty, but I've felt something from the emotions, eye contact, and conversations I've shared with Yuria while being with her.
    

    
      'I feel like Yuria would follow me without a second thought even if I were a thief.'
    

    
      She had no ambition for the Academy in the first place.
    

    
      I was the one who gave her a goal, and she says the reason she works hard is because of me.
    

    
      If I told her I was a thief, she might be a little surprised, but I didn't think she would backstab me and report me.
    

    
      'But there's no need to take the risk myself.'
    

    
      It was a matter directly related to my life.
    

    
      There's no harm in being careful, and this issue also had the entire fate of Shadow hanging in the balance, so I couldn't decide on my own.
    

    
      “Senior? Why aren't you saying anything?”
    

    
      Yuria's voice brought me back from my thoughts.
    

    
      When I looked at Yuria, she was looking at me with an anxious gaze.
    

    
      “Ah, sorry. I was just thinking for a moment.”
    

    
      “Um. Senior. If you're uncomfortable, we can go for another villain.”
    

    
      “Huh? Suddenly? Why?”
    

    
      “Well. Your expression wasn't good……”
    

    
      “Hmm. To be honest, there's too little known about that Skull Mask compared to his criminal record and there are records of him being missed several times. I thought it would be difficult. But I guess I showed it without realizing. Don't worry about it.”
    

    
      “No. You have a villain in mind, don't you?”
    

    
      My eyes widened.
    

    
      “Huh? How did you know?”
    

    
      “Just a feeling? I somehow felt it would be the same this time.”
    

    
      ‘This time too’ implies that something similar had happened before.
    

    
      I think Yuria once told me she found it strange, that it was like I knew the future.
    

    
      Anyway, it was a good thing for me.
    

    
      I scratched the bridge of my nose and smiled.
    

    
      “You remember being with Section Chief Baron earlier, right? Actually, there was a villain the Section Chief mentioned then. After hearing about him, I also thought he would be a suitable first target for us.”
    

    
      After casually selling out Section Chief Baron's name, I was finally able to find the wanted poster of the villain I was looking for.
    

    
      “Here he is. Egor the Butcher.”
    

    
      Egor the Butcher.
    

    
      A Judgment-grade villain, he was a typical villain who committed heinous crimes like drug trafficking, serial murder, assault, and confinement as if breathing.
    

    
      To put it more bluntly, he was a piece of trash not even worth the air he breathed and the reason he was nicknamed 'the Butcher' was because of his profession at the time.
    

    
      He was said to have been a butcher who handled meat in a village called Weidenberg.
    

    
      Of course, whether that was his actual job or a cover to hide his identity is unknown, but he secretly kidnapped and dismembered travelers passing through Weidenberg, then sold the parts by tricking people into thinking they were special cuts of beef or pork.
    

    
      Then, one day, as usual, he targeted a traveler, who turned out to be the daughter of a central nobleman, Viscount Freya, and failing to confirm this before committing the act became his fatal mistake.
    

    
      His murderous deeds sparked the outrage of many nobles and quickly spread throughout the empire, and as soon as a warrant was issued for his arrest, he was graded as Judgment, not just a Special Watch target.
    

    
      The bounty set was also high.
    

    
      'A whopping 30 gold.'
    

    
      It could be said to be the highest among the Judgment grade and it was a clear example of how terrifying the wrath of a parent who lost their child could be.
    

    
      That’s why I chose this guy.
    

    
      He was trash that deserved to die, not that strong, and also gave the most money.
    

    
      The most important thing was that I knew where this guy was hiding right now.
    

    
      “But he hasn't been caught yet?”
    

    
      “They couldn't catch him. Money-crazed bounty hunters scoured the empire to catch him, but they couldn't find where he was hiding. Originally, the bounty on his head was 20 gold. It went up to 30 gold because he just wouldn't get caught.”
    

    
      "Heo," Yuria let out a small sigh.
    

    
      “At that point, didn't he just die somewhere?”
    

    
      “I thought so too, but from what Section Chief Baron said, that’s not the case. This guy is still alive. A dead body was recently discovered in a village in the eastern part of the empire, and the method of killing was similar to the Butcher's. He heard it from a colleague working there, so there's no way it's false information.”
    

    
      Just then, Yuria, who had been listening to me quietly, clapped her hands.
    

    
      “Ah! Then, in a way, we've also received a secret directive from the Section Chief, haven't we?”
    

    
      ……Uh.
    

    
      Is that how it works?
    

    
      Well, from Yuria's perspective, it could be interpreted that way, but at this point, I started to worry a little.
    

    
      What if she goes to Section Chief Baron and brings this up?
    

    
      Then my lie would be exposed in an instant.
    

    
      'It's good that the lie comes out so plausibly, but the problem is that once I tell one lie, I have to keep telling more.'
    

    
      Ah, whatever.
    

    
      I'll meet with Section Chief Baron later and get our stories straight.
    

    
      He’s a malicious shipper, so if I tell him it's related to Yuria, he'll say okay without any questions.
    

    
      “Shall we go now?”
    

    
      Worried she might ask more questions, I quickly organized the file and stood up.
    

    
      We departed on Saturday.
    

    
      Since it wasn't recognized as an educational or official activity like the off-campus activity period, the only time we could use it was the weekend.
    

    
      Before leaving, I made all the preparations I could.
    

    
      I stopped by the Lunatic to share my schedule with Luis and Dayle and also met Guartes in the sewer to see if he had any requests.
    

    
      And so, on the day.
    

    
      We met early on Saturday morning and boarded an airship bound for the eastern imperial city of Paragon.
    

    
      By the time we arrived in Paragon, the sun, which had been at the top of our heads, was hiding behind the mountains.
    

    
      Paragon was a large metropolis.
    

    
      As a center of eastern trade and one of the gateways to the capital, Icata, it had a large floating population of mercenaries, adventurers, and merchants.
    

    
      For this reason, the lodging industry was particularly developed, with a variety of accommodations ranging from luxury hotels to shabby inns.
    

    
      We considered our expenses and checked into the shabbiest inn.
    

    
      We would only be staying for one night anyway and neither I nor Yuria were picky about our sleeping arrangements, so as long as it wasn't a collapsing warehouse, it didn't matter much.
    

    
      'Though it's not like we'll be sleeping anyway.'
    

    
      I planned to wrap everything up tonight and tomorrow morning.
    

    
      I already had a plan in my head about where Egor the Butcher was hiding, and what I had to do to draw the hiding bastard out.
    

    
      After organizing our luggage in the room, we went outside the inn again.
    

    
      Just as a shadow is cast where there is light, in the dark corners of the city where people's eyes do not reach, there exists a place called the Pleasure Den.
    

    
      Pleasure Dens exist in various forms in every city, but Paragon's Pleasure Den was different.
    

    
      The city of Paragon, located in a basin, was an incredibly hot city, and its poor people had dug into the ground to build houses and live there to escape the scorching sunlight.
    

    
      And that was the origin of the Paragon Pleasure Den.
    

    
      In the maze created by the tightly packed buildings, the smoke from puffing cigarettes flows out, and the moans of those writhing between pleasure and pain from cheap drugs and sexual acts echo every night.
    

    
      On one side, gamblers, high on dopamine, stare intently at the cards in their hands, and in the arena next to them, blood and cheers erupt.
    

    
      It was truly a place where all the entertainment that could satisfy human desire was thrown together.
    

    
      For this reason, Paragon's Pleasure Den was located in a place out of public sight, but those in the know knew all about it, so it was their own playground that they visited regularly whenever they stopped by Paragon, and this included commoners and nobles alike.
    

    
      'And Egor the Butcher is the bodyguard and manager of Kazan, the boss of the Pleasure Den.'
    

    
      The reason Egor had been able to hide until now was because of Kazan's protection.
    

    
      In fact, from my perspective, Egor was on the weaker side, but in the general underworld, Egor's skills were quite formidable.
    

    
      Especially since he thought of humans as ingredients, he was an expert at dealing with people.
    

    
      Kazan had many enemies and Egor needed a home to protect him, so the two, who could complement each other's weaknesses, entered into a contractual relationship.
    

    
      “Let's stop by there first.”
    

    
      I took Yuria to a general store.
    

    
      It was called a general store, but all it dealt with were masks.
    

    
      From colorful masks to masks that looked like the severed heads of animals and people.
    

    
      The sight of them hanging on the wall and looking at us was as if we were surrounded by human heads, a scene that would make an ordinary person's knees buckle.
    

    
      Yuria paused for a moment at the grotesqueness, and looked up at me quietly.
    

    
      “Pick one?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      Yuria seemed to hesitate for a moment, then chose a cat mask.
    

    
      I just picked the one next to it.
    

    
      It was a mask of something that could have been a tiger, a leopard, or a magical beast.
    

    
      When we went to the counter, the owner, who was puffing on a cigarette, held out his palm.
    

    
      He was a blind man with no eyes, and I placed two silver coins on his palm.
    

    
      The owner, after receiving the money, sniffed and then chuckled as he pocketed the money.
    

    
      Then he lifted the bead curtain next to him and gestured with his head for us to enter.
    

    
      It was the back door leading to the Pleasure Den.
    

    
      “Let's go.”
    

    
      Yuria, who had put on her mask at some point, tightly gripped my sleeve.
    

    
      Anonymity is the basic premise of Paragon's Pleasure Den.
    

    
      This was because everyone from public officials working for the state to nobles, and even clergy and monks came to play.
    

    
      All of them were uncomfortable with their identities being exposed, and from Kazan's perspective, he could have just not let them in, but after realizing they accounted for the largest portion of his revenue, he couldn't help but feel it was a shame.
    

    
      So, the mask system was introduced.
    

    
      “Hahahaha!”
    

    
      “Damn it! A flush again? Are you kidding me?”
    

    
      “Are you blind? Here. Check it, you bastard.”
    

    
      “Fight! Kill him!”
    

    
      As we followed the narrow passage leading from the back door, it wasn't long before we heard shouts of "Waaah!" and a boisterous noise from ahead.
    

    
      Billowing clouds of cigarette smoke are trapped indoors, hanging thick like fog and a mixture of the body odor of various people, the sour smell of sweat, drugs, cosmetics, and cigarettes creates an indescribable stench.
    

    
      I took a quick look around.
    

    
      I could see people dressed in reddish-black suits stationed around.
    

    
      They were the guards of the Pleasure Den.
    

    
      But Egor was nowhere to be seen.
    

    
      “……Is he here?”
    

    
      Was it because it was noisy around us?
    

    
      Yuria whispered, sticking close to me.
    

    
      I shook my head.
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      Egor was a monstrous giant over 2 meters tall.
    

    
      No matter how crowded it was, a giant of that size would stand out from a distance.
    

    
      “No matter how much I look, he’s not here. He must be in the VIP room. Let's go there.”
    

    
      “Be careful.”
    

    
      “Okay.”
    

    
      The VIP room was a space for special customers, located in the center of the Pleasure Den, and not just anyone was allowed entry.
    

    
      Naturally, we, wearing ordinary masks, were subject to being stopped.
    

    
      Well, there was no separate solution for this.
    

    
      Just brute force.
    

    
      Right now, there would be nobles and other celebrities in the VIP room, and if we caused a commotion in front of them and revealed that we were Academy cadets, the cunning Kazan would surely try to persuade us first, not subdue us.
    

    
      I planned to make a deal there.
    

    
      Hand over Egor, whom he was hiding.
    

    
      Then we would leave.
    

    
      It was basically a threat, but Kazan, who prioritized money over loyalty, would surely accept our proposal at once.
    

    
      ‘Yes. It should be like that, but…….’
    

    
      The way things were going was a bit strange.
    

    
      ‘Why is no one stopping us?’
    

    
      It was strange.
    

    
      As we walked down the long corridor leading to the VIP room, not a single guard stopped us.
    

    
      In the first place, the guards who should have been stationed in the corridor were gone.
    

    
      Did they all go to the bathroom together?
    

    
      Or were they all slacking off together?
    

    
      ‘Could it be a trap?’
    

    
      No.
    

    
      That couldn't be.
    

    
      Except for Section Chief Baron, Luis, and Dayle, no one knew we were coming here, and we even just dropped off our luggage at the inn and came straight here.
    

    
      There was no way they had time to set a trap and wait.
    

    
      In the meantime, we ended up arriving at the VIP room, and the plan to cause a commotion and make them come out on their own was futilely thwarted.
    

    
      “Well, I'll be……”
    

    
      “What should we do?”
    

    
      “Well, since it's come to this, we'll have to go in and find them ourselves.”
    

    
      The esteemed guests inside might not like it.
    

    
      But what could we do?
    

    
      We had come this far, and we couldn't go back empty-handed.
    

    
      Thinking that, I opened the door in front of me.
    

    
      Bang!
    

    
      At the same time, the two of us froze on the spot.
    

    
      “……Damn. What is all this.”
    

    
      As if a demon had paid a visit, a terrible hell had already unfolded inside.
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      I was dumbfounded.
    

    
      Corpses were scattered throughout the corridor and bloodstains were splattered on the walls and ceiling.
    

    
      Severed limbs and crushed heads, the remains of broken swords.
    

    
      The smell of blood filled the air.
    

    
      I understood why there were no guards.
    

    
      Of course, they weren't there since they were all laid out here.
    

    
      I racked my brain, thinking of possible scenarios.
    

    
      A magical beast invasion or an infiltration by a rival organization.
    

    
      Looking at the brutally crushed and broken surroundings, it could be seen as the work of a magical beast, but looking at the guards' wounds, it wasn't.
    

    
      Body parts like arms, legs, and necks were cleanly severed, a result that couldn't be achieved without precise skill.
    

    
      ‘This is the work of a person and a single person at that.’
    

    
      Then could it be the work of an expert sent by a rival organization?
    

    
      If so, that expert was surely a master of immense skill.
    

    
      Also, seeing as they showed not even an ounce of mercy to the humans who were hostile to them and crushed them all, there was a high probability they had a cruel and cold-hearted nature.
    

    
      Like Ivan, who would first flare up with hatred and killing intent when facing a villain.
    

    
      “Get ready. It seems the situation is not ordinary.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      Whatever it was, our target was Egor the Butcher.
    

    
      If we captured him alive and returned, we'd get 30 gold, and if we killed him, we'd get a third of that, 10 gold.
    

    
      So, at the very least, we had to confirm his death and take back a token as proof.
    

    
      Egor used a unique greatsword with a rectangular blade like a Chinese cleaver and in a case like this, that would be the token.
    

    
      “H-help me.”
    

    
      “Heek……!”
    

    
      The deeper we went, the more survivors we saw.
    

    
      They were VIPs, like nobles.
    

    
      Having not a single thread on them, I wonder what they were doing in the room, they huddled together, trembling in a corner.
    

    
      There were quite a few spaces for such VIPs.
    

    
      It seemed to take up about half of the Pleasure Den and I tilted my head as I looked at the VIPs.
    

    
      ‘Is this not the work of a hostile force?’
    

    
      If it were their doing, they would have surely killed all the VIPs here without leaving any behind.
    

    
      Because from their perspective, there was nothing to be gained by leaving evidence.
    

    
      As they say, the dead tell no tales.
    

    
      They could even shift all the blame by pointing out the security flaws of the Pleasure Den, so no matter how I thought about it, I couldn't understand why they left survivors.
    

    
      To solve the mystery, I approached a noble who seemed to be in a relatively better state.
    

    
      “Excuse me. Pull yourself together. Who's doing this?”
    

    
      “Hic! P-please save me! I am the first son of Viscount Belmon! If you save me, as a reward…….”
    

    
      “Yes, yes. Please calm down. I am Gerard from the 888th class of Frey Academy. I will help you, so please tell me what happened, step by step.”
    

    
      “A-Academy……?”
    

    
      He rolled his eyes around before suddenly fixing them on me.
    

    
      “An armor monster.”
    

    
      “……Pardon?”
    

    
      “An armor monster. That's all I know. That's all I saw.”
    

    
      An armor monster?
    

    
      ‘Then is it a Living Armor?’
    

    
      But that was an undead.
    

    
      This eastern region was still untouched by the Beltus Cult's influence and there was no way the Death Council, which even the Academy couldn't handle, would suddenly skip over Icata and come all the way to the east.
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      Kkeueuaaaaah──
    

    
      My train of thought was instantly cut off by a desperate scream coming from inside.
    

    
      When I came out of the corridor, Yuria called me with an urgent face.
    

    
      “Senior!”
    

    
      “I heard it!”
    

    
      We ran deeper inside.
    

    
      I could feel the faint sounds of battle gradually becoming clearer.
    

    
      The sound of weapons clashing was infrequent.
    

    
      Most of it was a mixture of screams and curses.
    

    
      I instinctively activated [Detection] and then slowly slowed my pace.
    

    
      “Senior?”
    

    
      “Someone's coming this way.”
    

    
      Judging by the approaching speed and the fact that a battle was still raging up ahead, it seemed to be a fugitive.
    

    
      Yuria drew her sword, blocking my path, and asked.
    

    
      “What should we do?”
    

    
      “We have to catch him.”
    

    
      There was a high probability that he would know more about this situation than the noble from before.
    

    
      “……Huh?”
    

    
      But there was no need to ask.
    

    
      The one running madly toward us was none other than Egor, the one we were looking for.
    

    
      Thump! Thump!
    

    
      “Get out of the way! You bastards!”
    

    
      The terrified man swung his huge Chinese cleaver wildly as soon as he ran in front of us.
    

    
      But we weren't ones to be hit by such an obvious attack.
    

    
      Even in a normal situation, his skill level was such that he couldn't even handle Yuria properly.
    

    
      The sword he swung recklessly in fear was endlessly slow, and after lightly dodging it by ducking my head, I spun around and kicked the back of his knee.
    

    
      Whack!
    

    
      “Keok!”
    

    
      Yuria’s sword was already positioned in front of the man who had knelt down.
    

    
      “If you don’t want to die, don’t move.”
    

    
      “Who, who are you…….”
    

    
      I took off my mask and said,
    

    
      “We are from Frey Academy. It would be wise to follow us quietly without resisting.”
    

    
      It was then that life bloomed in his eyes, which had been stained with fear.
    

    
      “F-Frey Academy!? Really? That's great!”
    

    
      “……What?”
    

    
      “That’s great! Hurry! Take me away! Quickly!”
    

    
      He threw his sword on the ground and quickly held out both hands.
    

    
      “What are you doing! Tie me up already! Huh?”
    

    
      At that absurd reaction, we looked at each other for a moment with baffled expressions.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Egor the Butcher was impotent.
    

    
      To be precise, he had one, but it didn't work.
    

    
      A pitiful and sad situation.
    

    
      When he found out at a crucial moment before the grand event, he fell into despair and resented the world.
    

    
      “Uwaaaaah! I…… I!”
    

    
      Was it because of that?
    

    
      His desires gradually built up, and they intertwined with resentment toward God, helplessness, and anger toward the world, transforming into immense violence.
    

    
      And so, Egor became a murderer.
    

    
      The act of tickling, stabbing, pulling, slicing, and cutting.
    

    
      When something beautiful was slowly being broken by his hands, he would be engulfed in an indescribable pleasure.
    

    
      So Egor missed that sensation.
    

    
      The pleasant feeling of plucking hair strand by strand, the pop pop sound it made.
    

    
      Or the single, beautiful drop of blood that seeped out when he pierced the skin with a sharp needle, like a painting.
    

    
      Or the satisfying feel at his fingertips when he cut through bone.
    

    
      Or the reaction, like a live fish, that flapped every time pain was felt.
    

    
      The tremors and pleasure that came when the fresh and diverse sensations provided by sight, touch and hearing simultaneously pierced his spine and rushed to his brain, exploding all at once, were an unbearable addiction.
    

    
      So he crossed a line he shouldn't have, and eventually became a wanted man and a fugitive.
    

    
      He was able to save his life thanks to Kazan, the boss of the Pleasure Den, whom he met by chance.
    

    
      Kazan took villains like himself under his wing and used them to guard and manage the large Pleasure Den's territory or to handle all sorts of dirty work.
    

    
      Egor was no different, but he didn't care much.
    

    
      He was satisfied as long as they provided him a place to hide and occasionally supplied him with ingredients to vent his desires.
    

    
      The ingredients were, of course, cleanly washed so as not to cause any trouble.
    

    
      In the end, this was a den of trash where everyone deserved to die.
    

    
      Was it because of that?
    

    
      God's judgment suddenly came upon them.
    

    
      Yes.
    

    
      That was the harsh punishment and retribution sent by God.
    

    
      At first, everyone snickered and laughed.
    

    
      Because his appearance was ridiculous.
    

    
      “What’s that?”
    

    
      “Crazy bastard. What era are we in that he’s wrapped himself in armor. Hey! You don’t have a mask? What are you doing coming in here wearing something like that?”
    

    
      “How did he get in here?”
    

    
      “The guys at the entrance must be slacking off somewhere again.”
    

    
      He was covered from head to toe in full plate armor.
    

    
      So he looked very clumsy, and the clanking sound he made with every step caused another round of laughter.
    

    
      Among them were Kazan, and of course, Egor.
    

    
      Everyone thought he was an idiot.
    

    
      An idiot who misunderstood that he had to wear a mask and rummaged through his home's storage to pull out full plate armor.
    

    
      Otherwise, why would he have come all this way wearing such plate armor, which had long become a relic of a bygone era?
    

    
      And alone, at that.
    

    
      ──That thought reached a turning point with someone's mumble.
    

    
      “But why is that bastard’s fist so red……?”
    

    
      Only then did everyone notice the blood-stained gauntlet.
    

    
      At the same time, the sound of a sharp wind was heard, and a sword was embedded in the crown of the guard who had just mumbled.
    

    
      Whack!
    

    
      …Thud.
    

    
      Everyone's gaze turned to him.
    

    
      And then back to the man in armor.
    

    
      By then, the laughter had disappeared from their faces.
    

    
      They glared at him with eyes gleaming with hostility and killing intent.
    

    
      “Th-this crazy son of a bitch!”
    

    
      “Kill him!”
    

    
      And so the battle began.
    

    
      Egor watched the scene of the massacre, his body just trembling.
    

    
      ‘A m-monster…….’
    

    
      The moment anything touched his armor, be it a sword, an axe, or a torso, it was shattered, crushed, and smashed.
    

    
      He snatched a sword with one hand, plunged it into a guard's neck, and then swung his fist, crushing the face of another guard next to him.
    

    
      Then he lowered his posture and took the body of another guard who was ambushing him from behind with his shoulder.
    

    
      Pak! Clang! Kkwaang! Thump!
    

    
      His entire body was a weapon and a shield.
    

    
      The quick-witted Egor sensed the Pleasure Den's defeat in less than five seconds and decided to flee.
    

    
      'Now is the chance while the guards are fighting.'
    

    
      Would he chase after him?
    

    
      The target must be Kazan, the boss of the Pleasure Den.
    

    
      Thinking that, Egor, who was slowly backing away, ran with all his might without looking back the moment the man in armor's gaze fell on him.
    

    
      'You son of a bitch! I was the target!?'
    

    
      And so he ran with all his might toward the main gate, but his luck was terrible.
    

    
      He happened to run into the cadets from the Academy who had come to catch him.
    

    
      Still, the fortunate thing was that the Academy had something called procedures.
    

    
      They wouldn't necessarily kill someone unless they were of the Slaughter grade, and they wouldn't use unnecessary force as long as you didn't resist.
    

    
      At least they weren't as savage as the monster he had just faced.
    

    
      And that was enough.
    

    
      “Quickly!”
    

    
      So Egor immediately chose to surrender and urged the cadets on.
    

    
      It was closer to a plea than an urge.
    

    
      “Quickly, take me to the Academy……”
    

    
      At the sound that suddenly echoed through the corridor, Egor couldn't finish his sentence and stared at the spot with trembling eyes.
    

    
      Clank.
    

    
      Clank.
    

    
      The grim reaper in armor was there.
    

    
      “……Ah.”
    

    
      Egor lamented.
    

    
      I can't die here.
    

    
      Whether they knew Egor's desperate heart or not, these foolish cadets were still taking their time.
    

    
      They were even just standing there while looking at the man in armor, whose whole body was stained with the guards' blood.
    

    
      “What are you doing, you idiots. Get a grip! Aren't you going to take me!?”
    

    
      “Shut up.”
    

    
      “What did you say, you bastard? What did you just……”
    

    
      “I said shut up. Before I kill you.”
    

    
      Egor blinked and looked at the cadet with a scar on his eye, Gerard.
    

    
      “You think I’m lying?”
    

    
      That was the final blow.
    

    
      Egor lowered his gaze like a coward, avoiding Gerard's eyes.
    

    
      He felt it instinctively.
    

    
      It wasn't a lie.
    

    
      Egor, who had committed many murders, was accustomed to killing intent, so he could instinctively feel the killing intent stored within Gerard.
    

    
      “Hey. Who are you?”
    

    
      And Gerard turned his head to look at the man in armor.
    

    
      His entire body was covered in a hard plate, but the parts where his eyes and mouth were located were open.
    

    
      Although that only revealed the shape of his eyes, the color of his pupils, and his gaze.
    

    
      Still, as he met those eyes, Gerard felt an inexplicable sense of déjá vu.
    

    
      ‘That gaze looks familiar…….’
    

    
      Gerard's thoughts were cut short by an axe flying at him.
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      The battle axe was one used by a guard of the Pleasure Den.
    

    
      Of course, its owner was dead, and the weapons thus taken were dangling from the man in armor's hands, back, and waist.
    

    
      Whoosh──
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      It was Yuria who blocked the flying battle axe.
    

    
      Yuria's eyes widened in surprise for a moment at the force contained in the axe, but she immediately had to lean forward to counter the attack of the man in armor who rushed in, swinging his sword.
    

    
      Sparks flew between the swords with a crackle, and Yuria, without hesitation, activated her mana circuit and drew up her aura.
    

    
      ‘This person is strong.’
    

    
      Exchanging just one blow was enough to realize the man in armor's strength.
    

    
      The man in armor wielded a greatsword that required two hands with just one and instead of the sound of the air being parted, it was the sound of the air being torn, and the speed was so fast that it was hard to even see properly without concentrating.
    

    
      A result that could only be achieved by the harmony of strong grip and arm strength and a sturdy lower body and waist.
    

    
      It didn't seem like he had learned any special swordsmanship, nor was he using an Aura Sword, yet it was Yuria who was being pushed back.
    

    
      Whoooosh…….
    

    
      Yuria, who was continuously being pushed back, prepared an ice slash.
    

    
      A pure white, cold energy gathered in her longsword.
    

    
      As she unleashed High-Speed Swordsmanship in that state, an unseasonable blizzard began to rage in the middle of the corridor.
    

    
      Pababa-bak!
    

    
      But even in the center of that cold wave, the man in armor moved his body steadfastly.
    

    
      Frost formed in the gaps of his armor, his sword and gauntlet froze, and ice crystals obscured his vision, but the man in armor seemed completely unaffected by such things and did not stop his attack on Yuria.
    

    
      Eventually, his greatsword couldn't withstand Yuria's ice slash and shattered.
    

    
      He should have thrown away the sword, but the gauntlet gripping it was frozen solid, and he couldn't open his hand.
    

    
      That is, if he were an ordinary person.
    

    
      Kkwaang!
    

    
      The man in armor swung his fist at the wall, shattering the thick ice crystals surrounding the gauntlet and sword.
    

    
      Then he took out the sword he was carrying on his back and rushed at Yuria again.
    

    
      That sword was not a two-handed sword like before, but a longsword of standard length handled with one hand.
    

    
      Accordingly, his fighting style also changed.
    

    
      What was surprising was that the speed at which he swung it was faster than Yuria's High-Speed Swordsmanship.
    

    
      Pababa-bak!
    

    
      This was a shock not only to Yuria but also to Gerard, who was watching.
    

    
      No matter how much High-Speed Swordsmanship was a normal vision and not an advanced one, Yuria had completely mastered it.
    

    
      Yet, Yuria's sword couldn't keep up with the man in armor's randomly swung sword and was even being pushed back, so Gerard showed surprised eyes at the monster's illogical movements.
    

    
      Just then, Egor, who was anxiously watching the battle, whispered to Gerard.
    

    
      “Hey. Hey! What are you doing? Not running away in this gap! That bastard is a complete monster! You have to run away quickly while your comrade is buying time!”
    

    
      “Shut up.”
    

    
      Paak!
    

    
      Gerard knocked Egor unconscious with a punch and immediately drew his sword to join the battle.
    

    
      However, the man in armor did not back down even with Gerard's participation.
    

    
      On the contrary, he swung his sword even more fiercely and like a mad berserker who disregarded death, he charged in frantically, bewildering the two of them.
    

    
      But it wasn't like he was fighting completely mindlessly either.
    

    
      He dodged attacks that seemed dangerous with minimal movement and blocked everything he could with his sword.
    

    
      Anything else, he just took with his body.
    

    
      Yes.
    

    
      The plate armor covering his body was an artifact.
    

    
      So, the man in armor was a typical berserker style who fought with only his instincts.
    

    
      That animalistic sense was clearly forged through countless real battles.
    

    
      Was it because of that?
    

    
      From Gerard's perspective, it was a series of bewilderments.
    

    
      ‘Amazing.’
    

    
      His mastery of swordsmanship was one thing, but there was an overwhelming difference in practical experience, such as how to measure distance and use his body.
    

    
      Gerard also had a lot of practical experience.
    

    
      But at best, it was only impressive at the level of an Academy cadet and it was a drop in the ocean compared to the man in armor in front of him.
    

    
      The continent was vast and there were many strong people.
    

    
      Even the protagonist, Ivan, would encounter enemies he struggled against when the main stage of 'Heroes of Frey' expanded from the Academy to the Empire in the middle part of the story, and the man in armor was that kind of person.
    

    
      A warrior who had lived his entire life in war and at the edge of a sword.
    

    
      The problem was that Gerard knew the names of most of those strong people.
    

    
      ‘But who is this person?’
    

    
      He couldn't even make a guess.
    

    
      Of course, Gerard didn't know all the strong people and their settings.
    

    
      It was entirely possible that there were hidden masters who did not appear in the original work.
    

    
      Even so, what he still didn't understand was the man in armor's attitude.
    

    
      ‘Why is he holding back against us?’
    

    
      The man in armor was still not using his Aura Sword.
    

    
      Even though he had the skill to subdue Yuria, he didn't and that was the reason Gerard didn't rush in from the beginning.
    

    
      The familiar gaze and the sense of déjá vu that still lingered.
    

    
      And the man in armor's subtle and strange attitude of holding back, despite being superior in everything, including strength, speed, physique, practical experience, and understanding of swordsmanship.
    

    
      So Gerard observed him and now that he was directly crossing swords with him, he was convinced that the man in armor's skill was not all he had.
    

    
      ‘Is there a reason he can't reveal his strength? For example, a hidden identity that might be revealed.’
    

    
      At this point, Gerard became even more curious about his identity.
    

    
      ‘Alright. Let's see how long you can hide it.’
    

    
      Gerard used the [Starlight] of the 'Star's Blessing'.
    

    
      With a demerit of not being able to use it again until the next day after one use, [Starlight] was, in a way, Gerard's final trump card, as he couldn't use his thief powers.
    

    
      But he had already caught Egor, and it seemed unlikely he would have to fight again after this, so he had no hesitation in using it.
    

    
      With a faint halo of light, the power of the unique-grade artifact that boosted his stats for a certain period of time settled in his body.
    

    
      Then, as if he had suddenly entered water, everything around Gerard, except himself, slowed down.
    

    
      Yuria, of course, and the man in armor in front of him as well.
    

    
      The man in armor, who realized the change, narrowed his eyes and built up his momentum, but Gerard's sword shot out like a beam of light, outpacing his judgment.
    

    
      Pabat!
    

    
      For the first time, the man in armor retreated.
    

    
      The man in armor calmly looked down at his arm.
    

    
      Red blood was slowly pooling in the joint between the gauntlet and the armor.
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      He raised his head again and stared at Gerard.
    

    
      Although he was wounded, his eyes, as he stared at Gerard, were as indifferent as before.
    

    
      Like a vast ocean.
    

    
      There was no trace of anger or hostility.
    

    
      So Gerard lowered his sword and asked.
    

    
      “……Who on earth are you? We know each other, don't we?”
    

    
      A brief confrontation and silence.
    

    
      Immediately after, his mouth, hidden inside the helm, opened, and a monotonous voice echoed through the corridor.
    

    
      “The Butcher.”
    

    
      Gerard frowned and tilted his head.
    

    
      “What? The Butcher?”
    

    
      “The Butcher.”
    

    
      The Butcher was clearly Egor, who was unconscious behind him, not the man in armor.
    

    
      But ah, Gerard soon realized what the man in armor meant.
    

    
      He wasn't saying he was the Butcher, but that what he wanted was the Butcher.
    

    
      ‘So that's why he spared the nobles.’
    

    
      It seemed the man in armor had his own clear standards for killing and from the looks of it, he didn't seem to be an evil person who killed indiscriminately.
    

    
      Well, he had felt that for a while.
    

    
      Thinking that, Gerard asked again.
    

    
      “Hey. What I asked was your identity. Are you a knight? Or an adventurer? Perhaps a bounty hunter?”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “And I'm sorry, but I can't hand over Egor. We came to catch him too.”
    

    
      “I am the one who found him.”
    

    
      “But we're the ones who caught him first. You missed him.”
    

    
      The man in armor did not answer.
    

    
      Instead, he moved his sword-wounded arm a few times and took out another axe, the same as the one he had thrown at first.
    

    
      Just as he was about to throw it, a noisy sound came from behind, and the Paragon city guard rushed in.
    

    
      “There they are!”
    

    
      “Everybody, freeze!”
    

    
      The man in armor, who confirmed the arrival of the city guard, immediately turned around and ran in the direction he had come from.
    

    
      ‘There shouldn't be an exit over there…….’
    

    
      At the man in armor's next action, Gerard stopped his thoughts and his mouth fell open.
    

    
      The man in armor made his own exit by ramming his body into the wall and breaking it.
    

    
      Surprisingly, after repeating this action about three times, moonlight poured in and shone on him.
    

    
      He glanced at Gerard once and then disappeared into the city's alley.
    

    
      “That actually works……”
    

    
      ***
    

    
      We managed to explain the situation to the Paragon city guard and get through it smoothly.
    

    
      In Egor's case, to dispose of his person and receive the bounty, we had to take him to the Capital Defense Headquarters.
    

    
      This was because the Capital Defense Headquarters only distributed the wanted posters and made the connection; the one who paid the bounty was the noble who issued the warrant.
    

    
      So we couldn't receive the bounty right away and had to wait for a day.
    

    
      We took Egor and returned directly to the inn.
    

    
      It was late dawn, with the crescent moon still hanging overhead.
    

    
      We had to wait until morning for the airship to depart, so Gerard threw the unconscious Egor onto the bed and sat on a chair.
    

    
      “……Are you okay, senior?”
    

    
      “Huh? What about.”
    

    
      “It was intense.”
    

    
      “You were the one who was intense. How about you?”
    

    
      “I'm fine.”
    

    
      Yuria, who smiled brightly, asked.
    

    
      “You're thinking about that person, aren't you?”
    

    
      “Ah, right. Was it that obvious?”
    

    
      “Very.”
    

    
      Yuria continued.
    

    
      “It's the same for me. He was strange, that person. He fought as if he was going to kill, but it didn't really feel like that, so to speak.”
    

    
      So Yuria felt it too.
    

    
      Well, she had been crossing swords with the man in armor from beginning to end.
    

    
      Who could it be?
    

    
      A master of combat in plate armor.
    

    
      I've been going over the original work since before, and now I'm sure.
    

    
      That guy was definitely a person not covered in the original work.
    

    
      Just looking at the situation, my suspicion leaned toward him being a mercenary or a bounty hunter.
    

    
      Since he was after Egor.
    

    
      Looking at his fiery fighting style and ruthless hand, he was definitely not a trained knight.
    

    
      Anyway.
    

    
      “Get ready, Yuria. That man in armor will come again.”
    

    
      I knew from looking at his eyes before he left.
    

    
      He still hasn't given up on Egor.
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      We turned off the lights.
    

    
      And waited.
    

    
      How much time had passed like that?
    

    
      Breaking the quiet darkness, a creaking sound came from outside the door.
    

    
      It was the sound of stepping on rotten wood.
    

    
      That presence stopped right in front of our door.
    

    
      My eyes and Yuria's met in the air and I nodded.
    

    
      ‘He’s here.’
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      The back wall behind Yuria, who was hiding in the corner, crumbled, and a dark figure leaped out and charged at her.
    

    
      Even a quick glance showed there were more than two of them, and at the same time, the door we were guarding and the window behind it shattered, and four night-crawlers entered our room.
    

    
      I blinked.
    

    
      ‘Who the hell are these guys?’
    

    
      There was no time to think.
    

    
      The four who came in through the door and window immediately surrounded me with their swords.
    

    
      The three who broke through the wall had already surrounded Yuria and were launching a fierce attack.
    

    
      “Dieeee!”
    

    
      I immediately engaged with them and it wasn't long before I could figure out their identities.
    

    
      I had to.
    

    
      Because only the Dark Clerics used black swords.
    

    
      The problem wasn't them.
    

    
      The problem was that man in armor, who was taking advantage of this chaotic gap to stroll into the room and lift Egor from the bed without any hindrance.
    

    
      Surprisingly, the man in armor was a smart character who knew how to exploit a niche market.
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      I fell into a momentary confusion at the absurd sight.
    

    
      ‘What. Was that person related to the Darkness Council?’
    

    
      But if that were the case, wouldn't they have tried to kill us at the Pleasure Den?
    

    
      My thoughts ended there.
    

    
      The sound of the air being split by a sword brought back my cool-headed reason, and I immediately cast my gaze forward.
    

    
      The swords swung from both sides, crossed each other and flew toward my head.
    

    
      Whoong!
    

    
      I instinctively tried to block with my sword, but I turned my eyes to the presence I felt behind me.
    

    
      The other two clerics were slashing at my legs with the same pincer attack.
    

    
      I immediately gave up the idea of parrying and flipped my body.
    

    
      Skak, the two swords barely grazed my forehead.
    

    
      The moment my face was reflected on the pitch-black blade without a single scratch, I spun my body while briefly suspended in the air to avoid another pincer attack coming from below and the ones who had first aimed for my head had now split to either side and were swinging their swords again.
    

    
      Kagagak!
    

    
      Damn it, curses naturally rose to my throat.
    

    
      Relentless attacks and sword winds raging from all directions.
    

    
      Accordingly, my hands and eyes moved busier than ever.
    

    
      Front and back.
    

    
      Up and down.
    

    
      I tried to escape the encirclement with Ghost Step, but the bastards didn't let go of the offensive they had seized through the surprise attack and maintained the pressure while keeping me completely surrounded.
    

    
      ……It was a killing net.
    

    
      The Darkness Council's synergy formation is used by four High Clerics when facing a stronger individual.
    

    
      These four were all High Clerics and the killing net they deployed was like a 'swamp', containing an unprecedented power that continuously sucked you in like a hellish mire once you were caught.
    

    
      So, you couldn't carelessly face their swords.
    

    
      'But how could I possibly do that?'
    

    
      It was virtually impossible to dodge the combined attack of four High clerics raging like a storm from all four directions using only body agility, flexibility, and evasion techniques.
    

    
      There would inevitably come a moment when I had to use my sword and the moment I clashed with their swords, it was as good as stepping into the mire.
    

    
      The only ways to escape the killing net were to possess the martial power to instantly kill the four High clerics or for someone to intervene and break the flow of their momentum.
    

    
      But both were difficult methods in the current situation.
    

    
      To crush four High clerics in a matter of seconds, it was difficult without being at the 'Master' level.
    

    
      ‘It would be possible if I released my thief powers, but…….’
    

    
      There were too many eyes watching.
    

    
      Starting with Yuria, the Dark clerics of the Darkness Council.
    

    
      And even the man in armor.
    

    
      If even one of the clerics escaped, it would be only a matter of time before my identity was revealed to the cult, and since I didn't know the man in armor's identity, I had to shut his mouth too.
    

    
      Hoping for someone to intervene and provide support was also out of the question.
    

    
      Yuria's side didn't seem to be in an easy situation either.
    

    
      “Keuk!”
    

    
      “This bitch, why is she so strong!”
    

    
      “Just hold on! Once Gerard's side is taken care of, the High Clerics will help!”
    

    
      ……Of course, her situation seemed better than mine.
    

    
      Still, Yuria, who had been ambushed by three clerics, was in a similar situation where it was difficult to extricate herself.
    

    
      I didn't know how they knew I was here and followed me, but it seemed clear that they had made a firm decision.
    

    
      ‘If only I had [Starlight]…… huh?’
    

    
      Just then, a plan flashed in my head, and I immediately executed it.
    

    
      I strike the side of the sword stabbing at me from the front and leap forward.
    

    
      Three swords come slashing, aiming for my back, side, and chest.
    

    
      I dodge the attack aimed at my chest with my body and have no choice but to take the ones for my back and side.
    

    
      Sgeok!
    

    
      A chilly sensation and a sharp pain are felt on my back and side.
    

    
      But it doesn't matter.
    

    
      Because I have ‘Agnis’.
    

    
      When I inject mana into the bracelet that flashes alternately red and gold, radiating its presence, the special ability [Warmth of Healing] activates and the wounds heal.
    

    
      In that state, I put all my strength into my outstretched back foot and explode it.
    

    
      Kkwaang!
    

    
      The explosive force creates propulsion, and the momentary acceleration pushes my body forward, breaking through their encirclement.
    

    
      I completely break the already half-broken door from their intrusion and go tumbling into the corridor.
    

    
      The High clerics were triumphant when I was wounded by their killing net, but when I suddenly leaped out and left the room, they were startled and shouted.
    

    
      “Hut! Th-that bastard!”
    

    
      “What are you doing! Chase him quickly!”
    

    
      I quickly got up and ran down the corridor.
    

    
      And in front of me, I saw my target.
    

    
      The target was the man in armor, who was leaving the room with a leisurely stride after completing his objective.
    

    
      He stopped and turned around at the commotion behind him and his eyes immediately met mine as I was running down the corridor.
    

    
      “……!”
    

    
      I immediately swung my sword at him.
    

    
      Kkaang!
    

    
      He immediately took out the longsword he was carrying on his back and blocked my sword.
    

    
      After tossing Egor, whom he had tucked into his waist, far away.
    

    
      I smiled at him.
    

    
      “Are you a thief? Where are you trying to sneak away with just Egor so slyly?”
    

    
      As soon as my words ended, I ducked my head, and the High Cleric's black sword, which had been coming to cut off the back of my head, cut the man in armor's helmet.
    

    
      Kkaang!
    

    
      “……What?”
    

    
      The High Cleric, flustered by the sudden appearance of the man in armor and the tingling sensation in his hand, looked back and forth between his sword and the man in armor for a moment.
    

    
      And that was his last moment.
    

    
      The man in armor's swung gauntlet struck the High Cleric's head and not stopping there, slammed the High Priest into the wall next to him.
    

    
      Kwaaaang!
    

    
      The remaining High Clerics who had surrounded me again froze at the amazing sight.
    

    
      A heavy silence.
    

    
      Blood dripped down the thick forearm that had pierced the wall and the High Cleric's body, whose head was stuck in the wall, twitched and trembled before going limp.
    

    
      I could imagine what had happened to his face, stuck between the wall and the gauntlet, without having to check.
    

    
      The man in armor pulled his arm from the wall, shook the blood from his hand, and raised his head to stare at the High Clerics.
    

    
      Emotionless eyes, as if looking at an inanimate object.
    

    
      They were merciless eyes, unbelievable for someone who had just crushed a person's head with a single punch.
    

    
      As the High Clerics' faces hardened and they began to emit killing intent, the High Cleric who seemed to be the leader asked.
    

    
      “……Our target is Gerard here, are you on his side?”
    

    
      The man in armor shook his head.
    

    
      “Then go your way. We will let you go.”
    

    
      The man in armor did not answer.
    

    
      I didn't wait for his answer.
    

    
      I rushed at the one who seemed to be the leader and stabbed my sword into his chest.
    

    
      The leader dodged my surprise attack and muttered.
    

    
      “Cowardly bastard.”
    

    
      “You bastards who used a surprise attack and a one-sided gang-up are talking shit.”
    

    
      “……Die.”
    

    
      The killing net began again.
    

    
      But a killing net deployed by three High Clerics instead of four was not a killing net.
    

    
      It was manageable and with my wounds and stamina recovered by Agnis, I gradually began to turn the tide.
    

    
      I didn't pay attention to the man in armor.
    

    
      The incident just now proved that there was no connection between the man in armor and the Darkness Council.
    

    
      The man in armor's sole purpose was Egor the Butcher.
    

    
      He was probably picking up Egor again and leaving the inn by now.
    

    
      'I'll quickly finish these guys off and then get Egor back.'
    

    
      It was 10 seconds later that I realized something was wrong.
    

    
      I had parried the sword swung from the right and was facing the leader, when suddenly the leader's sword stopped dead.
    

    
      A familiar axe was embedded in his shoulder.
    

    
      “Keuk!”
    

    
      When I glanced over, the man in armor was lowering the arm that had thrown the axe.
    

    
      “Th-this bastard!”
    

    
      One of the High Clerics rushed at him.
    

    
      Both his arms were cut off first and then his head.
    

    
      That was his end upon facing the man in armor.
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      The leader High Cleric, who had been staring blankly at the somewhat futile scene, quickly shouted.
    

    
      “Retreat!”
    

    
      His voice echoed loudly inside.
    

    
      At the same time, he immediately took something out from his bosom and threw it on the floor.
    

    
      A flash of light erupted and a pungent smoke screen rose like a cloud, completely covering the corridor.
    

    
      Numerous presences were felt within the smoke screen.
    

    
      It might be able to obscure vision, but it couldn't hide presence and sound.
    

    
      Relying on vibration, sound and presence, I swung my sword.
    

    
      The feeling of cutting flesh and bone was transmitted to my palm in succession along with stifled groans and as the smoke screen that had covered the area disappeared, the scene in the corridor was revealed.
    

    
      There were only three people standing.
    

    
      Me and the man in armor.
    

    
      And Yuria, who had come outside at some point.
    

    
      “Senior! Are you alrigh……”
    

    
      Yuria, who spotted the man in armor, took a defensive stance again.
    

    
      The man in armor didn't even pay attention to Yuria.
    

    
      His gaze was fixed on one place.
    

    
      The corner of the corridor where he had thrown Egor.
    

    
      Egor, who should have been there, was gone.
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “He took him.”
    

    
      The man in armor's gaze fell on me.
    

    
      At the question in his eyes, I looked at the man in armor and shrugged.
    

    
      “He wants to draw me in. That bastard knows our target is Egor. He thought that if he ran away with Egor, we would track him.”
    

    
      I looked at Yuria.
    

    
      “Let's go after him. He couldn't have gone far.”
    

    
      ***
    

    
      In a way, it was complacent.
    

    
      The cult had placed Gerard at the top of their kill list and was just waiting for a chance to eliminate me, yet here I was, going out of town for a bounty hunt.
    

    
      Of course, it's not like I went around announcing that we were going to Paragon for a bounty hunt and that our target was Egor the Butcher.
    

    
      But if the cult wanted to find out, it would be a piece of cake, so even if I had tried to hide it, the result would have been the same.
    

    
      'The fuss we made holding a fan meeting at the Public Security Headquarters backfired.'
    

    
      I'll have to wear a mask next time.
    

    
      Anyway, the leader bastard knew our objective, so he ran away with Egor.
    

    
      He was a kind of bait.
    

    
      Bait to lure us into a trap.
    

    
      'Did he prepare a trap in case the killing net failed?'
    

    
      As proof of that, various traps were installed in a nameless mountain about 1 km away from Paragon, but the problem was that not everything in the world goes as planned.
    

    
      The traps the bastards had set as insurance were all smashed to pieces by someone.
    

    
      And in the middle of it all.
    

    
      A corpse, torn and ripped to the point where its shape was unrecognizable, was strewn about.
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      Yuria and I were at a loss for words for a moment at the gruesome sight.
    

    
      The corpse was, of course, the leader bastard.
    

    
      It's not like he got caught in his own trap and died, of course.
    

    
      “……An ambush.”
    

    
      I scanned the surroundings cautiously and approached the corpse.
    

    
      The state of the corpse up close was even more horrific.
    

    
      Pieces of flesh, torn vertically like crab meat, were scattered everywhere, and parts like the head and lower body were nowhere to be seen.
    

    
      The only reason I knew it was the leader bastard was thanks to the black sword stuck in the ground and the axe thrown by the man in armor.
    

    
      And the red chunks of flesh scattered around it.
    

    
      'He ambushed him, ate him right away, and left.'
    

    
      Looking at the footprints on the ground and the warm state of the corpse, I could roughly guess the situation.
    

    
      Egor…… I couldn't tell if he was alive or dead, but it was safe to assume he was dead.
    

    
      'What should I do?'
    

    
      The culprit had long been identified in my head.
    

    
      The monstrous strength to tear a human body like a piece of paper, the speed to ambush a skilled person like a High Cleric of Darkness, the size of the large footprints, and so on.
    

    
      An off-campus activity from 'Heroes of Frey' that I had enjoyed, called <Paragon's Nuisance>, came to mind.
    

    
      'This has become a headache.'
    

    
      Whether this expression of mine showed on my face, Yuria asked.
    

    
      “What's wrong, senior?”
    

    
      “Ah. Well.”
    

    
      Just as I was about to explain the situation to Yuria, the man in armor arrived at the scene with a clanking sound.
    

    
      At the same time, a good idea came to mind.
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      The grades of magical beasts are largely divided into grades 1 to 4.
    

    
      However, there are specially classified magical beasts called Named, and <Paragon's Nuisance> was a magical beast belonging to this Named category.
    

    
      The monstrous ogre, Kadon.
    

    
      Among land-dwelling magical beasts, Kadon was a Named magical beast known as a symbol of terror in the eastern part of the empire, even among the grade 1 magical beasts, ogres, who are all adorned with the titles of the strongest and the worst.
    

    
      In fact, Kadon was not a very strong ogre.
    

    
      An old ogre who was defeated in a territorial dispute and driven out by a young ogre.
    

    
      Therefore, in terms of physical stats alone, he could be said to be weaker than a typical ogre evaluated as grade 1.
    

    
      But the terrifying thing about Kadon was not the monstrous strength that came from a young body and hot blood.
    

    
      It was the experience and intuition built up from countless hunts.
    

    
      Kadon was a prudent and cunning hunter.
    

    
      As they say, to have survived is to be strong.
    

    
      In that sense, Kadon was strong and no matter how old, an ogre was an ogre.
    

    
      He had a huge body, but possessed tremendous speed that did not match it and although it was said to be inferior to that of a young ogre, he possessed a different dimension of monstrous strength, sufficient to crush the weak bones of humans like straw.
    

    
      From the humans' perspective, the cunning and suspicious Kadon was much more terrifying and difficult to deal with than a young ogre who only relied on his strength, and so the old ogre in the eastern part of the empire came to be called Kadon, which means 'cruel'.
    

    
      And the time when Kadon was just beginning to run rampant was right now.
    

    
      He had his own set of rules for choosing his prey, and to list a few.
    

    
      Traveling alone, injured, old, a child or a woman.
    

    
      And most importantly.
    

    
      ‘No mana should be felt.’
    

    
      Through numerous experiences, Kadon had come to know well that humans were both infinitely weak and dangerous and as he became more cautious, he would boldly give up and run away if it wasn't a sure prey.
    

    
      ‘That’s why I had a pretty hard time dealing with him in the game.’
    

    
      Thinking about it now, it's all a memory.
    

    
      Anyway, looking at these aspects, Paragon was a pretty excellent hunting ground for Kadon.
    

    
      There were no competitors around, it was adjacent to the main mountain range, so there were many places to hide nearby and the floating population was large, so various prey were passing through his front yard on their own.
    

    
      That was the background and setting of Kadon who committed the crimes.
    

    
      Now it was time to solve the problem at hand.
    

    
      I spoke to the man in armor who was staring at us silently.
    

    
      “Egor is gone. It seems he was attacked by a magical beast, so he’s probably dead.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “What are you going to do now? Are you going to chase him?”
    

    
      “And you?”
    

    
      Looking at the man in armor who asked in a low voice, I shrugged.
    

    
      “I asked first.”
    

    
      Anyway, we had the Chinese cleaver, the weapon Egor used.
    

    
      It would be most certain to cut off Egor's head and take it, but the Chinese cleaver was also sufficient as a token of death.
    

    
      Meaning, there was no need to take risks and fight an unnecessary battle.
    

    
      However──,
    

    
      If the man in armor were to find Egor's head and return to Icata, that would be a different story.
    

    
      The bounty would go to the man in armor, not us who brought the Chinese cleaver and we would be left high and dry.
    

    
      “I know you have his weapon.”
    

    
      And as expected, the man in armor chose to find Egor's head.
    

    
      Watching him move along Kadon's footprints, I clicked my tongue inwardly.
    

    
      At this rate, the Chinese cleaver would be nothing more than useless scrap metal.
    

    
      ‘It can't be helped.’
    

    
      I called out to him and stopped him.
    

    
      “Wait a minute. Can you beat an ogre?”
    

    
      The man in armor turns to look at me.
    

    
      “An ogre? Are you saying the one who killed the assassin and took the butcher was an ogre?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “How can you be so sure?”
    

    
      “That’s my trade secret, so I can't tell you. So, can you win or not? Why do you keep answering a question with a question?”
    

    
      The man in armor was silent for a moment.
    

    
      I don't know what his expression is like inside the helmet, but judging by his actions of looking around the footprints and the destroyed scene, he seems quite bewildered.
    

    
      ‘It's understandable for an ogre.’
    

    
      No matter how monstrous the man in armor's physical abilities were, that was only by human standards; an ogre was a real monster.
    

    
      It's the established theory that you can't even injure them without an Aura Sword and you need to be at least an intermediate Aura Expert to be a match for them.
    

    
      And even then, it's just a 'match'.
    

    
      A complete 'repulse' was difficult without being a high-level Expert knight, so if an ogre appeared in a private house, it was a world where it was considered a natural disaster.
    

    
      It was true that even I would be reluctant to face one without using my thief powers.
    

    
      If Yuria was there, we could aim for a repulse, but the problem was that the opponent was Kadon.
    

    
      ‘The intelligent Kadon would aim for Yuria first.’
    

    
      If Yuria, who was fighting a large magical beast for the first time, were to make a mistake, that brief moment would lead to death.
    

    
      That's why large magical beasts are dangerous, and in the first place, if it had been any other ogre than Kadon, I wouldn't have even stopped the man in armor.
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      “……What if I can't win?”
    

    
      Having finished his deliberation, the man in armor looked at me and asked back.
    

    
      At that, I grinned and said.
    

    
      “Let's make a deal.”
    

    
      ***
    

    
      A man walks through a pitch-black forest that doesn't even allow moonlight.
    

    
      Is it because of the dew of the dawn fog?
    

    
      The ground is damp.
    

    
      As he, clad in heavy armor, walks, his footprints are stamped on the ground like a seal.
    

    
      And next to it, a huge footprint the size of an adult man's torso.
    

    
      Clank! Clank!
    

    
      The man's identity was the man in armor.
    

    
      He was tracking the monstrous ogre, Kadon, who had taken Egor.
    

    
      Suddenly, he stops his forward steps.
    

    
      And he stares intently at the front, which seems to be covered by a black curtain.
    

    
      Kadon's tracks still led that way.
    

    
      But to the man in armor's eyes, it looked somewhat unnatural.
    

    
      A subtle difference and an awkward change, different from the path he had taken so far.
    

    
      The footprints in front, unlike the ones behind, were not of a consistent depth, and the destroyed terrain also showed clear signs of being tampered with.
    

    
      And the fact that such a change suddenly occurred while he was tailing meant one thing.
    

    
      That he had realized he was being tailed.
    

    
      In other words, he had noticed the existence of the tracker.
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      Just as the man in armor, who had been carefully examining one particularly deep footprint, was about to move forward again.
    

    
      From within the bushes behind him, two pale eyeballs flashed open, and a thick palm shot out, snatching the man in armor's body in an instant.
    

    
      Pabak!
    

    
      It was the monstrous ogre, Kadon, who had been hiding.
    

    
      Kadon lifted the man in armor straight up.
    

    
      And he grabbed both arms and pulled them forcefully to the side.
    

    
      Pppudeudeudeuk──
    

    
      The sound of tearing muscles pleased the ears of the monster that lived by eating humans.
    

    
      Kadon enjoyed this method of hunting.
    

    
      Humans, goblins, orcs, etc.
    

    
      He would ambush two-legged prey from behind and tear them apart.
    

    
      Then, without fail, they would struggle in pain before being ripped in half horizontally, spilling blood, entrails, and filth below.
    

    
      It was a kind of habit that whetted his appetite.
    

    
      It was a pity that he didn't scream, but he had no doubt that this human would soon be the same and Kadon, who was looking at the man in armor with excitement and anticipation, soon tilted his head.
    

    
      Kuo?
    

    
      The man in armor did not tear.
    

    
      No matter how much force he applied.
    

    
      It was strange.
    

    
      The smell of refined mana that only humans possessed was definitely not there.
    

    
      And, he could also vaguely smell blood, so this prey must have been injured as well.
    

    
      But what was this?
    

    
      “……Is this all you’ve got?”
    

    
      The moment he heard those words, Kadon, who sensed a crisis, immediately threw the man in armor away and fled without hesitation.
    

    
      Thump! Kuung!
    

    
      In the meantime, the man in armor, who had flown like a puppet with its strings cut, broke one tree and then another behind it before stopping his glide, but as if he had received no shock at all, he quickly got up, pulled out the longsword he was carrying on his shoulder, and threw it at Kadon.
    

    
      The longsword spun like a boomerang as it flew and accurately struck the back of Kadon's thigh.
    

    
      But it was not enough to pierce the thick leather and just bounced off futilely.
    

    
      “……Hmm.”
    

    
      The man in armor, who let out a small groan as if he was not pleased, immediately took out another sword from his subspace and ran straight at Kadon.
    

    
      Thump! Thump!
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      Kadon, who was fleeing at a tremendous speed, suddenly lost his balance and crashed to the ground.
    

    
      The speed was such that the impact itself was great, to the point where the earth shook.
    

    
      One of the ogre's legs was frozen solid from the knee down and Yuria, the one who had done that to Kadon, continued to fire ice slashes.
    

    
      "Crrrackle!" 
    

    
      Kadon picked up a broken tree in front of him and blocked the ice slashes.
    

    
      And he immediately began to swing the tree trunk like a club, devastating Yuria and her surroundings.
    

    
      Kwang! Kwaang! Kwang!
    

    
      But Yuria had already moved away with the power of the Bracer of the Red Dragon, [Glide].
    

    
      Kadon was furious, but behind his anger, there was also a faint mixture of fear.
    

    
      A human with immense strength and stamina.
    

    
      And a human who uses ice and flies in the sky.
    

    
      It was impossible for a predator to feel fear toward its prey, but Kadon knew that humans who could overturn the food chain sometimes appeared, and he realized that these people were such humans.
    

    
      Kadon threw everything he could grab, such as rocks and trees, at the man in armor and Yuria, and then shattered the ice crystals that had frozen his leg with his fist.
    

    
      No.
    

    
      It was when he raised his fist to shatter it.
    

    
      Puk!
    

    
      Along with the sound of tearing flesh that accurately pierced his ear, he felt a cold sensation on the top of his head and Kadon let out a pained roar.
    

    
      Kyaoooo──!
    

    
      As a last resort, Kadon shook his head like crazy, but the human behind him didn't fall off, as if he had glue on his feet.
    

    
      On the contrary.
    

    
      “Is it because you’re a Named? You’re tough.”
    

    
      The human, who spoke indifferently, grabbed the sword that had pierced the top of his head and began to stir it around wildly, and immediately after, Kadon stopped as if struck by lightning, his body trembled, and then he collapsed.
    

    
      Kuung──!
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Chirp chirp!
    

    
      I wake up to the chirping of birds.
    

    
      “Ughhh!”
    

    
      I stretch and look out the window.
    

    
      The sky is a deep pastel blue, and the time is still early dawn, just before the sun rises.
    

    
      I change into my activity clothes and, as always, leave the dormitory and start my run.
    

    
      Tak! Tadak!
    

    
      As I run lightly, I recall yesterday.
    

    
      That is, the early morning of Sunday when the battle with Kadon took place.
    

    
      Thinking about it again, the battle with the monstrous ogre Kadon was unexpected.
    

    
      To think I would meet Kadon there.
    

    
      No, wait.
    

    
      From the encounter with the man in armor to the surprise attack by the Darkness Council, and so on.
    

    
      This outing was full of surprises.
    

    
      ‘Well, I handled it well, so.’
    

    
      I didn't suffer any losses and I even caught Kadon, who belongs to the field boss category, without any damage.
    

    
      I also received the bounty, which was the original purpose.
    

    
      After I finished Kadon by stabbing him in the crown of his head.
    

    
      We were able to find Egor buried in the ground not far away and recover his body.
    

    
      The damage was severe, and his lower jaw was missing…… but it was not insufficient to confirm his identity, and after putting his head in a cloth and placing it in the subspace, we submitted the head to the Capital Defense Headquarters as soon as we returned to Icata.
    

    
      We received the bounty that way, but the one thing I couldn't understand was the man in armor's behavior.
    

    
      He disappeared without a trace right after the battle with Kadon.
    

    
      We had agreed beforehand to kill Kadon together and then split Egor's bounty, but he broke that promise himself.
    

    
      Well, it's good for us, but…… it just feels a bit unsettling.
    

    
      Even if I wanted to split it as promised, I had to know who he was to give it to him.
    

    
      Now, even if I wanted to find him, I couldn't.
    

    
      “I knew it wouldn't be easy, but I didn't know it would be this much. To think we'd even fight with other bounty hunters.”
    

    
      On the way to the classroom after finishing my morning routine.
    

    
      Yuria talks about her impressions of bounty hunting.
    

    
      “That’s right. But I didn’t expect that either.”
    

    
      As I said, the man in armor, the cult's intervention, Kadon.
    

    
      Everything was unexpected.
    

    
      “Who do you think he is?”
    

    
      “The man in armor?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      I want to know too.
    

    
      As a matter of fact, since returning to the dormitory, I've been going over my memories since yesterday.
    

    
      I went over every single conversation between the characters, hoping to find a hint in a missed scene or line.
    

    
      But I still couldn't identify him.
    

    
      “Well……”
    

    
      A bounty hunter shrouded in a veil of mystery.
    

    
      For now, that's all I know.
    

    
      “Actually, I'm so disappointed that he just disappeared like that. I really wanted to share the bounty with him.”
    

    
      “What. Did you grow fond of him in that short time?”
    

    
      When I chuckled, Yuria lowered her head in embarrassment and trailed off her words.
    

    
      “It was just for a moment. But still, he was a comrade who fought the ogre with us……”
    

    
      Well, from Yuria's perspective, the ogre was an enemy that would be difficult to defeat even if we all put our strength together, so it was natural for a strong bond to form even if the time they fought together was short.
    

    
      “……Also, it would feel bad if we were the only ones to benefit.”
    

    
      Well, I can't deny that either.
    

    
      Without his powerful tanking ability and aggro, we wouldn't have been able to catch Kadon.
    

    
      In fact, I also felt a bit uneasy about this part.
    

    
      “Let's give it to him next time we meet. If fate allows, we'll meet again.”
    

    
      “Do you think so?”
    

    
      “Of course. Weren't we going to continue bounty hunting?”
    

    
      “Oh? That’s right!”
    

    
      Yuria, who quickly brightened up and smiled bashfully, was so cute that I ruffled her hair.
    

    
      “Then, listen well in class, and I'll see you later.”
    

    
      “Yes. You too, senior, listen well in class!”
    

    
      I parted with Yuria and headed to Eden Hall where my class was.
    

    
      <Situations and Tactical Judgment> was the only 3rd-year course in my schedule.
    

    
      As I entered the classroom, exchanged brief greetings with my classmates, and sat down, I could not have imagined that the fate I had just mentioned to Yuria would come to find me so quickly.
    

    
      Thump thump.
    

    
      The professor entered the classroom and went up to the podium with an aloof face.
    

    
      His merciless gaze swept over the audience.
    

    
      And in that state, when my eyes and his intertwined in the air, I felt a short thrill.
    

    
      “……Today I am self-studying.”
    

    
      His gaze was immediately withdrawn.
    

    
      However, I did not miss the momentary glint in his empty eyes that were staring at me.
    

    
      At the same time, I was certain.
    

    
      That he was the man in armor.
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      “Self-study again?”
    

    
      “Sigh──, what do you expect from that professor?”
    

    
      “Is this the first or second time?”
    

    
      Leaving the disgruntled murmurs of my classmates behind me, I calmed my surging emotions.
    

    
      ‘Really? That person is the man in armor?’
    

    
      But it was still hard to believe, so I blinked my eyes and watched him.
    

    
      A roughly grown beard that seemed unkempt and wet hair that had clearly just been washed.
    

    
      Thick eyebrows, a handsomely straight nose, and strong facial lines created a neurotic impression, exuding an unapproachable atmosphere along with his emotionless gaze.
    

    
      His name was Evan.
    

    
      He was the Martial Arts Department's dedicated professor for the 3rd-year course, <Situations and Tactical Judgment>.
    

    
      He irresponsibly had the cadets self-study and then dragged an empty chair onto the podium.
    

    
      Then he put his legs up on the lectern, opened a book, and began to read.
    

    
      ‘Strawberry 1,000%’
    

    
      That was the title of the book he was reading.
    

    
      A love-comedy school story, but it was so obscene that it was banned from being brought into the Academy for disturbing its morals, a representative erotic novel of 'Heroes of Frey'.
    

    
      The setting of the novel was also here at Frey Heroes Academy, so the regulations were particularly strict, but the scene of a professor openly reading such a banned book in front of the students was beyond absurd, to the point of making me chuckle.
    

    
      Anyway, the important thing wasn't what he was reading.
    

    
      ‘Is it really him?’
    

    
      It was only for a brief moment, but I read a sense of familiarity in his eyes as he looked at me.
    

    
      Also, the time he kept his eyes on me was longer than with the other students.
    

    
      ‘Though, it was only a few seconds.’
    

    
      Anyway, you can hide your appearance, but it's hard to hide your gaze.
    

    
      His blue eyes, like the vast ocean and his calm gaze were a perfect match for the man in armor.
    

    
      ‘Come to think of it, there are some parts of Evan's setting that overlap with the man in armor.’
    

    
      Most of the Academy's professors were Academy alumni and here, 'most' meant 95% of the total distribution.
    

    
      So, in fact, it was practically all of them.
    

    
      Except for special cases from the Capital Defense Force, knight schools, or the Cathedral like Professor Ilai, everyone graduated from the Academy, belonged to the Central Knights Headquarters or the Magic Tower and built up their honor and achievements.
    

    
      Afterward, it was common to be invited to the Academy to serve as a professor.
    

    
      Naturally, in the grand scheme of things, they were all in the category of seniors and juniors.
    

    
      And they had forged friendships at the Knights Headquarters and Magic Tower right after graduation.
    

    
      There was bound to be a certain degree of intimacy, respect, and camaraderie.
    

    
      However, Evan was not.
    

    
      He was not an Academy alumnus, nor did he belong to the Knights Headquarters or the Magic Tower, nor was he from the Grand Cathedral or a powerful noble family.
    

    
      Nor had he made a name for himself with honorable achievements.
    

    
      You could say he was a unique 1% case, unprecedented in the Academy's history.
    

    
      A wanderer.
    

    
      He was a former war mercenary.
    

    
      So he was an outsider among the professors.
    

    
      In a way, it was natural, as all the professors were people who were a big deal in the Frey Empire.
    

    
      Even now, they were on active duty, and being a professor was simply an honorary position.
    

    
      That's right.
    

    
      Honor.
    

    
      They had a certain pride in being Academy professors and they were dedicated to nurturing the next generation for the future of the empire.
    

    
      In their eyes, there was no way that Evan, a former war mercenary of no account, would be viewed favorably.
    

    
      War mercenaries were, after all, a group of people at the end of their rope, who had gone to the extreme among those crazy for money.
    

    
      For them, who lived on the precarious edge of a sword, honor was a worthless pretense, and the most important value was money.
    

    
      So Evan was a professor, but he was not recognized as one.
    

    
      Not only by his fellow professors but also by the cadets.
    

    
      “This is annoying, self-study every day.”
    

    
      “What's there to be annoyed about? It's better this way. What is there to learn from that person?”
    

    
      “True, that's also true. Then what should we do?”
    

    
      “Let's just leave. It's not like he cares whether we leave or not, right?”
    

    
      More than half of the cadets left the classroom like that, but Professor Evan didn't care at all.
    

    
      He just continued to turn the pages of Strawberry 1,000% with a dead-serious expression.
    

    
      ‘What. Then the man in armor didn't intentionally not use his aura, but couldn't use it?’
    

    
      Evan couldn't use aura.
    

    
      The reason was unknown.
    

    
      Rumor had it that he hadn't learned the Qi Gong technique itself, which was incomprehensible in many ways.
    

    
      Because with just money, anyone could learn the Imperial Qi Gong, which was the foundation of the Royal Swordsmanship.
    

    
      The Royal Qi Gong was a breathing method devised by the great hero, Aidan Frey himself.
    

    
      As such, the Royal Qi Gong had excellent utility, and most people who did physical work learned this Royall Qi Gong.
    

    
      ‘Then why didn't he learn it?’
    

    
      Being a former war mercenary, it wasn't like he didn't have money.
    

    
      And, in that case, how on earth did he become a professor?
    

    
      ‘Rumor has it that he has the backing of Section Chief Baron or Department Head Pirion.’
    

    
      Now that I look at him, this person is full of mysteries.
    

    
      Was it because of that?
    

    
      I felt a strong interest in the person named Evan.
    

    
      I had a feeling.
    

    
      This person has something.
    

    
      I had a hunch from the moment I saw him wearing that worn-out armor.
    

    
      Of course, it was an artifact, but in any case, it was not ordinary.
    

    
      And the immense combat power he showed despite having no aura.
    

    
      Especially the intense fight, reeking of thick sweat and male scent, seemed to show a glimpse of the life he had lived, which strongly attracted my interest.
    

    
      In the original work, I wasn't even interested.
    

    
      And rightly so, since he was a 3rd-year dedicated professor, he had no reason to encounter the protagonist character, Ivan.
    

    
      Also, Evan was a character who quit his professorship after the first semester and disappeared, and there was no mention of what happened to him after that.
    

    
      Deeng──!
    

    
      Just then, the bell rang, signaling the end of the lecture.
    

    
      The remaining classmates packed their things in a hurry as if they had been waiting and left the classroom, but I remained in my seat until the very end and waited.
    

    
      Before long, only Evan and I were left in the classroom.
    

    
      He was still reading his book with his legs up on the lectern.
    

    
      I stared at him for a moment and then went down to the podium.
    

    
      “Hello, Professor.”
    

    
      “Not great.”
    

    
      Evan answered without even looking at me.
    

    
      His eyes were still fixed on the erotic novel.
    

    
      Not great?
    

    
      ‘What kind of answer is that?’
    

    
      It was a response completely devoid of style, so I ignored it and continued.
    

    
      Straight to the point.
    

    
      “You’re the man in armor, aren't you?”
    

    
      He immediately shot back.
    

    
      “What's that?”
    

    
      “Paragon city.”
    

    
      “Don't know. Anything like that.”
    

    
      Evan denied it and turned the page of his book.
    

    
      I looked at him for a moment and then turned my gaze away.
    

    
      The bright sunlight that had entered the classroom was breaking against the blackboard.
    

    
      It was a full-blown summer.
    

    
      “Isn't it very hot today?”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “A leather jacket in the summer. It looks hot just looking at it.”
    

    
      Evan was wearing a sleeveless shirt inside and a leather jacket on the outside.
    

    
      “Mind your own business. It's none of your concern what clothes others wear.”
    

    
      “That's true. But I'm a bit sensitive about these things. Aren't you hot? Phew. Look at the sweat. Your hair is all wet.”
    

    
      He glanced at me and then shot up from his chair.
    

    
      And he was about to leave the classroom, but of course, I wasn't going to just let him go.
    

    
      “You know. I haven't told the Section Chief about what happened during the outing yet. You know Section Chief Baron, right? I'm personally quite close with him, and in fact, he's quite interested in me.”
    

    
      He had stopped walking at some point and turned to look at me.
    

    
      “……What are you trying to say?”
    

    
      “Hmm? I'm not trying to say anything in particular. Just that Section Chief Baron is very interested in me. Of course, he'll ask about what happened during this outing, and I'll tell Section Chief Baron the story of being attacked by the man in armor. I wonder what his reaction will be then……”
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      Evan suddenly took off the jacket he was wearing.
    

    
      Then, the intimidating physique that had been hidden under the jacket was revealed.
    

    
      The sweat-soaked sleeveless shirt clung to his body, and the packed muscles each radiated a different presence in all directions.
    

    
      Pure one hundred percent combat muscles, forged only through real battles, with all unnecessary muscles trimmed away.
    

    
      In addition, the numerous scars engraved on his shoulders and entire forearms like brands.
    

    
      Just as a sense of solemnity arose from the body that clearly showed the life and weight a man had walked, he grabbed the bandage wrapped around his forearm and tore it off roughly.
    

    
      “Alright. As you say, I am the man in armor.”
    

    
      The stab wound under the bandage was the one I had given him at the Pleasure Den.
    

    
      “So. What do you want from me?”
    

    
      ***
    

    
      In the empty classroom, we sat facing each other.
    

    
      “Section Chief Baron seems to know, doesn't he? That you're the man in armor.”
    

    
      Evan was silent.
    

    
      Silence is consent.
    

    
      So, the rumor that Section Chief Baron was involved in him becoming a professor was true.
    

    
      That was a good thing for me.
    

    
      “What’s that book?”
    

    
      “……You don’t need to know. More importantly, answer my question. What do you want?”
    

    
      “You answered my question with a question. You're quite the hypocrite.”
    

    
      A vein popped on his forehead.
    

    
      “……The book is just a hobby.”
    

    
      “Is reading erotic novels your hobby?”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “Aaaah. I respect that. You’re a man. Of course, you can.”
    

    
      Seeing the veins bulge on his fist and forearm, I quickly waved my hands and spoke again.
    

    
      “Why are you bounty hunting? Is it for money?”
    

    
      “I asked what you wanted. An apology?”
    

    
      “Eh? No. What an apology. You already gave us all the bounty money and you're asking a question again without answering.”
    

    
      “It’s a difficult question to answer.”
    

    
      Difficult means that it can be answered depending on the circumstances.
    

    
      At least, that's what I know.
    

    
      “Ah. I just remembered my promise with Section Chief Baron. I'll be going now……”
    

    
      “……That’s right. For money.”
    

    
      Damn it, Evan turns his head and lets out a small curse.
    

    
      “The professor's salary can't be that low, can it?”
    

    
      “The more money, the better.”
    

    
      That's true.
    

    
      The power of money is the same in reality and in this world.
    

    
      Not everything, but most things can be easily solved with money.
    

    
      ‘But what about the Qi Gong? If you're going to bounty hunt as a side job, it would be much better to learn something like the Imperial Qi Gong.’
    

    
      If your specs go up, the grade and range of wanted criminals you can aim for naturally increase.
    

    
      You'd make more money.
    

    
      ‘He's hiding something else.’
    

    
      The reason he doesn't learn the Qi Gong.
    

    
      No, the reason he can't learn it.
    

    
      “Are your questions answered? Then I can go, right?”
    

    
      “No. Just a moment.”
    

    
      Evan, who was about to get up, sat back down on the chair and frowned.
    

    
      “Huu. Is there anything else you're curious about? Or, is there something you want besides an apology? I'll say this in advance, I have no good weapons, and no money.”
    

    
      “Not something like that. Please give me some combat training.”
    

    
      “Combat training?”
    

    
      A question mark appeared in his eyes.
    

    
      “Yes. Why? You can't? You're a professor, so it's not a strange request.”
    

    
      “I am a professor who teaches ‘Situations and Tactical Judgment’, not a supervising professor.”
    

    
      “What if I pay you?”
    

    
      “Money?”
    

    
      “Yes. It seems you have a reason to earn a lot of money, so I'm saying I'll pay a separate tuition fee. How about it?”
    

    
      Evan stared at me.
    

    
      His expression was still a terribly blank one.
    

    
      In a way, it looked like he was giving me a straight face.
    

    
      However, I saw his eyes momentarily sparkle at the word ‘money’.
    

    
      So I was certain.
    

    
      He needed money.
    

    
      A lot of it.
    

    
      So much so that his professor's salary wasn't enough, and he had to take on the dangerous side job of bounty hunting every weekend.
    

    
      “You can think of it as a special lecture.”
    

    
      “What’s the reason?”
    

    
      “Hmm. Because I want to get stronger?”
    

    
      “Then you could have asked other professors. In fact, they, who have received systematic training, are better than me.”
    

    
      “But those gentlemen have a lot of money. And they care a lot about what others think, talking about honor and dignity. Do you think people like that would listen to my request?”
    

    
      In a way, it was a blatantly dismissive tone.
    

    
      To put my words in reverse, it meant, you have no money, and you don't care about honor or dignity, so of course, you'll listen to my request.
    

    
      But Evan didn't mind at all this time either.
    

    
      On the contrary.
    

    
      “And.”
    

    
      “And what?”
    

    
      “It doesn't seem like that's the end of it. I'd like to hear an honest answer.”
    

    
      I smiled.
    

    
      He seemed stoic, but he was a person with quite sharp insight.
    

    
      Of course, that's not the end of it.
    

    
      The real reason is curiosity, and the goal is Evan himself.
    

    
      [Gaius's Insight] is silent.
    

    
      However, the gamer's instinct and the thief's intuition within me are screaming intensely.
    

    
      I have to hold on to this person.
    

    
      So I wanted to know more about Evan, and to do that, I needed to force a connection like this.
    

    
      “How did you know? Well, that's right. There is another reason. Actually, what I want to learn right now isn't swordsmanship.”
    

    
      “Then?”
    

    
      “How to fight well.”
    

    
      ──It was the first time.
    

    
      That something like a smile formed on his lips.
    

    
      “Then you've come to the right place.”
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      The Evan I saw in Paragon was truly a god of murder.
    

    
      He acted instinctively, knowing what movements were optimal in any given situation.
    

    
      Whether to attack or defend against the opponent's actions.
    

    
      If attacking, how to attack to inflict the maximum damage; conversely, if defending, how to do it with the least loss.
    

    
      As if a supercomputer in his head was spitting out the results, his sword had no unnecessary movements.
    

    
      And so it was fast and concise.
    

    
      His sole purpose was the opponent's death.
    

    
      He didn't discriminate between weapons, be it a sword, axe, dagger, or blunt weapon, that the opponent used.
    

    
      He even used his own body as a means to achieve that purpose.
    

    
      Thus, he was a murderous chariot, his entire body a weapon.
    

    
      Without mana, aura, or visions.
    

    
      With only the skills he had acquired to survive on the battlefield, he became a warrior who would not lose to anyone.
    

    
      In a way, the experiences gained from crossing the line of death could be seen as his own unique 'vision'.
    

    
      So I was curious.
    

    
      About the vision he possessed, and the circumstances that led him to become a war mercenary and acquire that vision.
    

    
      …Ultimately, about Evan, the person himself.
    

    
      “Follow me.”
    

    
      Evan took me to a secluded place.
    

    
      Though it was a secluded place, it was just the garden located behind Eden Hall where the lecture had been.
    

    
      Since it was lunchtime, I thought there would be at least one or two people, but the garden was empty, and Evan walked inside and stood in the center of a place where the bushes grew thick like a maze.
    

    
      Then he turns to look at me.
    

    
      “First, let's talk about the tuition fee.”
    

    
      Without realizing it, dry saliva went down my throat.
    

    
      I knew he wanted money, so I had blurted out something about tuition fees.
    

    
      But, to be frank, I don't have that much money either.
    

    
      I've been sending it all to Luis to use for the reconstruction of Shadow.
    

    
      Therefore, I had to talk to Luis and get support, but if the tuition fee was expensive, I doubted Luis would provide support.
    

    
      ‘I hope he names a reasonable price.’
    

    
      Just then, Evan's voice was heard.
    

    
      “Pay whatever you want for the tuition.”
    

    
      I blinked my eyes.
    

    
      “Huh? Whatever I want?”
    

    
      “Yes. If my teaching was of great help, pay accordingly. If it wasn't, pay less. It's up to you.”
    

    
      Honestly, I didn't understand.
    

    
      A man who even bounty hunts on the weekends to earn money isn't being greedy about money here?
    

    
      “So if I'm not satisfied with the education, it's okay to pay 1 shilling?”
    

    
      “That’s right.”
    

    
      Evan, who nodded his head, added.
    

    
      “But that won't happen. You'll have no choice but to be satisfied.”
    

    
      Ah.
    

    
      So it was confidence.
    

    
      So a smile naturally formed on my lips.
    

    
      As it happened, I too was thirsty for growth.
    

    
      Name: Gerard
    

    
      Age: 30
    

    
      Occupation: Thief / Frey Academy 888th Class Cadet
    

    
      Level: 57
    

    
      Strength: 58
    

    
      Agility: 106
    

    
      Stamina: 55
    

    
      Mental Strength: 74
    

    
      Traits ─ Versatile / Instinct / Endurance / Memory and Understanding / Coolheadedness / Sharp Perception / Gaius’s Insight
    

    
      In the meantime, while I wasn't paying attention, I had achieved considerable growth by catching various villains and magical beasts, including Zad, and successfully completing requests.
    

    
      Was that all?
    

    
      I had also obtained a new artifact called ‘Agnis’ and lost visions like ‘Dark Sprint’, ‘Ghost Step’, and ‘Stealth’.
    

    
      Along with Clatter's evolution, Dayle and Luis were also growing progressively, and Yuria, my future right-hand woman, was growing up well.
    

    
      In conclusion, not only myself but also those around me were growing without any problems, but perhaps it's true that a person's greed is endless, as my thirst for growth had only intensified.
    

    
      It could have been because of anxiety.
    

    
      Ivan, who was chasing me fiercely from behind.
    

    
      The approaching death flag and the constantly changing situations that defied expectations.
    

    
      In such a situation, a meeting like this.
    

    
      ‘It’s a thank you, rather.’
    

    
      The unexpected appearance of Evan was an opportunity for me.
    

    
      A skilled person who did not appear in the original work.
    

    
      His fighting style was purely based on experience and instinct, close to its raw form, and I had no doubt that there would be much to learn from such an Evan.
    

    
      I was also curious about this person.
    

    
      Meaning, I could also receive teachings separately.
    

    
      “So how are you going to teach me? I'd like to hear the plan first.”
    

    
      “Gerard, who do you think is the greatest swordsmanship master in the world?”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      Evan responding to a question with a question again.
    

    
      Fortunately, it seemed he didn't expect an answer, as he immediately continued.
    

    
      “It is war. A war where lives are at stake. That chaos where you can't rest your arms for even a moment, where you have to be on edge in preparation for a sudden surprise attack and constantly survey your surroundings. One life per breath. Otherwise, the one who dies is me. The hell where you're not even given time to think about how to cut or how to block.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “In that time, you must kill the opponent first. Action precedes thought, and the body, pushed to its limits, transcends them. A body trained in such a way is a killing weapon in itself, and the sword used, though its edge may be dull, glints sharper than any other.”
    

    
      As if he had taken it out of his subspace, a sword was in his hand.
    

    
      “Come at me.”
    

    
      “……Huh? Suddenly?”
    

    
      “I told you. The war where lives are at stake was my greatest teacher. That's how I teach. I don't know any other way.”
    

    
      I understood what Evan meant.
    

    
      But this is inside the Academy.
    

    
      What, is he really going to kill me?
    

    
      How is he going to bring about a life-or-death war?
    

    
      ──It was when I was harboring such doubts.
    

    
      “You seem to be thinking too much. If you have no intention of coming first, I will go first.”
    

    
      With his words, he threw away his scabbard and charged.
    

    
      Swish!
    

    
      I heard the sound of the air being torn right in front of my eyes.
    

    
      What I saw when I lifted my head was a black dot that had already come right in front of my nose, Evan's sword unhesitatingly piercing the center of my forehead.
    

    
      At its ferocity and tremendous speed, I hurriedly used Backstep to pull my body back.
    

    
      But as if he had anticipated that movement, he swung his arm once.
    

    
      Then the sword, which should have stopped because it couldn't physically reach, didn't stop there and stretched out, digging an inch deeper toward my brow.
    

    
      ‘You crazy bastard!’
    

    
      Startled, I hastily bent my waist into an L-shape, and Evan's sword grazed over my nose by a paper's width.
    

    
      It was a divine skill to the point of being bewildering, but what was more bewildering was the decisiveness in the sword.
    

    
      ‘This person. He really tried to kill me?’
    

    
      But it didn't end there.
    

    
      My intuition, which had sensed the crisis, continuously sounded the alarm.
    

    
      I hurriedly took out a longsword from my subspace and swung it upwards fiercely.
    

    
      Chaang──!
    

    
      His sword, which had been falling at a right angle, collided with my longsword and was deflected.
    

    
      A tremendous repulsive force was felt, and I ended up taking a few more steps back.
    

    
      Fortunately, his continuous attack did not follow.
    

    
      “Are you crazy? Are you really trying to kill me?”
    

    
      I hurriedly regained my balance and asked accusingly.
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      There was no answer.
    

    
      His face, set in a hard, straight expression, was just exuding killing intent.
    

    
      “Excuse me!”
    

    
      “I believe I told you. I don't know any other way.”
    

    
      My mouth closed.
    

    
      Immediately after, I let out a dry laugh inwardly.
    

    
      Right.
    

    
      He said it like that and even showed it through his actions, so if I kept denying it, then the one denying it would be the fool.
    

    
      ‘Okay. Fine. Let's do this.’
    

    
      Well, I was curious too.
    

    
      To what extent I could utilize the swordsmanship I had learned so far, and to what level they would be effective.
    

    
      The first half of the Royal Swordsmanship, the Lion Sword and the Dual Illusion Sword.
    

    
      Come to think of it, all the swordsmanship I had painstakingly learned had been a supplementary means for me, and I had never used them as my main skill.
    

    
      “Are you going to just think this time too?”
    

    
      “I’m coming.”
    

    
      Let's unfold it to my heart's content here.
    

    
      Kaang!
    

    
      His pupils, which had blocked my vertical slash, widened for a brief moment, and then a smile of amusement formed on his lips.
    

    
      “It seems you've finally found the will to do it properly.”
    

    
      Soon, I was swinging my sword frantically.
    

    
      Kang! Kkagang!
    

    
      The phrase 'state of selflessness' was fitting.
    

    
      I couldn't think of anything.
    

    
      The only things I could see were the two swords dancing in the air.
    

    
      As my thoughts disappeared, everything around me turned black, and as the surroundings became invisible, all of Evan's movements became clearer.
    

    
      I could see better, feel better, and hear better.
    

    
      Kiiing!
    

    
      The sound of iron clashing with iron filled the space.
    

    
      And the steady heartbeat and the breath exhaled from my mouth.
    

    
      Occasionally, when the steady rhythm was broken, a burning sensation as if a fire was lit somewhere on my body would rush in, and my breathing would become ragged, but the more that happened, the more my sense of touch sharpened, my heart beat fiercely, and my body became faster.
    

    
      ‘Hoo-uk! Hook!’
    

    
      His body had also changed at some point.
    

    
      Just like I saw in Paragon, he was wearing armor all over his body.
    

    
      I'm not sure since when.
    

    
      I was just swinging my sword frantically and stabbed a gap, but with a 'ttang' sound, my palm ached as if it would break.
    

    
      So I knew by feeling first.
    

    
      ‘Ah. He's wearing the armor I saw back then.’
    

    
      It must be an artifact.
    

    
      But, not really.
    

    
      It didn't matter.
    

    
      His body, clad in armor, had changed to an all-out offensive, disregarding defense, and accordingly, the number of scratches on my body increased, but nothing changed.
    

    
      I just continued to swing my sword in time with the rhythm.
    

    
      Peok!
    

    
      The flow was broken.
    

    
      A strong force struck my side, and my waist bent instinctively.
    

    
      It wasn't a sword, but an elbow that hit me.
    

    
      My body's center of balance was thrown off.
    

    
      I didn't try to resist or get up in a hurry.
    

    
      I ducked my body and relying as much as possible on my senses, I swung my sword.
    

    
      At the end of it, were his blue eyes.
    

    
      His sword was already slashing at my shoulder as I had ducked, but I didn't dodge.
    

    
      A true mutual destruction.
    

    
      But I saw his eyes tremble slightly, and I lunged my body forward.
    

    
      Kaaaang──!
    

    
      Finally, with an intense noise that seemed to tear my eardrums, my body was pushed back.
    

    
      The surrounding scenery, which had only looked black, also began to be visible again.
    

    
      Evan stood blankly, having distanced himself from me.
    

    
      “What was that last move?”
    

    
      He asked softly.
    

    
      “An ultimatum.”
    

    
      “……An ultimatum?”
    

    
      “Either kill or be killed.”
    

    
      “A gamble.”
    

    
      “Gambling is also a skill.”
    

    
      He stared at me for a moment and then chuckled.
    

    
      “Alright. I admit it. I was underestimating you.”
    

    
      He sheathed his longsword.
    

    
      Then he opened his subspace, put his hand inside, and took out a greatsword the size of a house.
    

    
      “From now on, I will be seri……”
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      “Stop!”
    

    
      A figure leaped out from the bushes like a nimble cat and inserted itself between the two of us.
    

    
      “Are you okay, senior!?”
    

    
      ……Uh.
    

    
      It was Yuria.
    

    
      “Ah, Yuria. This is, well……”
    

    
      Yuria's expression, as she examined my body, hardened coldly.
    

    
      I only just noticed it…… but my body was a mess.
    

    
      My whole body was covered in stab wounds, and my clothes were in rags.
    

    
      It was a perfect situation for a misunderstanding.
    

    
      And as expected.
    

    
      “How could you do this? I. I thought of you as a comrade, even if for a moment.”
    

    
      Yuria, who had shot up, vented her cold anger as she looked at the man in armor.
    

    
      “……No. Yuria. This is, well.”
    

    
      I quickly tried to stop Yuria.
    

    
      But Yuria, who was already excited, didn't listen to me until the end.
    

    
      “Did you follow us and infiltrate the Academy? Why? Don't tell me you thought we ran away with the bounty?”
    

    
      Saying so, Yuria took something out from her bosom and threw it in front of him.
    

    
      Plop.
    

    
      It was a money pouch.
    

    
      “That measly bounty. I had set it aside to give to you when I met you anyway!”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “Take it. And get out of my sight right now.”
    

    
      “Yuria. That person is my lecture professor.”
    

    
      At that moment, Yuria's body trembled as if struck by lightning.
    

    
      “……Pardon?”
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      Yuria was flustered, not knowing what to do.
    

    
      She looked at me with a gaze full of confusion and bewilderment and her expression was saying this.
    

    
      ‘Help me, senior!’
    

    
      I smiled faintly and put down my longsword.
    

    
      The moment Yuria appeared, the life-and-death struggle, no, the flow of the lecture was already broken.
    

    
      It was hard to continue and I didn't know if I could fall back into that state of selflessness.
    

    
      It's not something you can just continue shooting like a movie.
    

    
      ‘Also, I'm not sure if Yuria would be able to understand this lecture method.’
    

    
      It seemed that explaining the situation to Yuria first was the priority.
    

    
      Yuria, who had not only thrown money in the professor's face but also cursed at him, was still trembling pitifully and anxiously.
    

    
      And so, as I was about to take a step.
    

    
      “……Huh?”
    

    
      For a moment, the strength in my legs gave out, and I ended up collapsing.
    

    
      “Senior!”
    

    
      Yuria rushed over in a hurry.
    

    
      “Are you okay?”
    

    
      “Yeah. I’m okay.”
    

    
      I’m okay, but.
    

    
      “What is this?”
    

    
      The sensation in the soles of my feet and the nerves in my legs felt strange.
    

    
      I had definitely put my foot on the ground, but it felt like I had stepped into empty air.
    

    
      You know how when you're going down the stairs while doing something else, you sometimes don't realize the stairs have ended and misstep, startling yourself?
    

    
      “It’s a backlash from entering the realm of the unconscious.”
    

    
      At the voice from in front of me, I lifted my head, and Evan, who had taken off his armor, was standing behind Yuria.
    

    
      “It takes a little time for the body, which was in an awakened state after entering the unconscious, to return to reality. The heightened senses return, and the contracted muscles gradually relax. It may feel awkward at first, but it will be fine soon. And……”
    

    
      He turned his gaze to Yuria.
    

    
      Yuria, who had been examining my condition until then, flinched at Evan's gaze.
    

    
      Then she bit her lip once and bowed her head deeply.
    

    
      “I’m sorry, Professor. What I said earlier was a slip of the tongue that stemmed from a misunderstanding.”
    

    
      “……A misunderstanding?”
    

    
      “Yes. Last weekend, I had a minor friction with someone wearing the same armor as you, Professor. I mistook you for that person. But whatever the reason, it’s a fact that I spoke rudely and cursed at you, Professor…… I will accept the punishment for my mistake.”
    

    
      In any form, slander and insults toward a professor are grounds for strong disciplinary action.
    

    
      Misunderstanding or not, the fact that the cadet Yuria told the professor Evan to get lost was a fact.
    

    
      But the funny thing here is that it wasn't a complete misunderstanding.
    

    
      “It was me.”
    

    
      “……Pardon?”
    

    
      Yuria lifts her head to look at Evan.
    

    
      “The man in armor you said you met. That was me.”
    

    
      Yuria tilting her head.
    

    
      That sight was so funny that I finally burst out the laughter I had been holding back.
    

    
      “S-senior!”
    

    
      “Ah, sorry. I shouldn't laugh. The situation is just too funny.”
    

    
      “What is it! What on earth is going on?”
    

    
      I gave Yuria a rough explanation.
    

    
      That the man in armor we met in Paragon turned out to be the 3rd-year dedicated professor, Evan, and that I had decided to receive a special lecture from him and had been receiving that special lecture until just now.
    

    
      In the middle, she showed a reaction of incomprehension upon seeing my appearance, which was a mess of dust, sweat, and blood, but I was able to gloss it over by making up a suitable excuse.
    

    
      In addition,“I think that's understandable. I have no intention of making an issue of it, so don't worry.”
    

    
      The ever-cool Evan also just let Yuria's mistake slide.
    

    
      “Anyway, Yuria. The lecture isn't over yet. I’m sorry, but you'll have to eat alone today.”
    

    
      “What? Alone?”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      “……Okay.”
    

    
      Yuria, who answered weakly for some reason, disappeared out of the open lot with heavy steps.
    

    
      I thought she would insist on waiting, but perhaps because of the things that had happened?
    

    
      She surprisingly agreed easily.
    

    
      As soon as Yuria left, Evan spoke first as if he had been waiting.
    

    
      “Today’s lecture is over.”
    

    
      A money pouch was in his hand.
    

    
      It was the money pouch Yuria had thrown.
    

    
      When did he pick it up?
    

    
      I stared at it and asked, just in case.
    

    
      “Do I have to pay the tuition fee?”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      He stared at me silently, but Evan's expression was unmistakably certain, 'This guy is a thug'.
    

    
      I'm not a thug, I'm a thief.
    

    
      Anyway.
    

    
      It's a bit embarrassing to be looked at so pathetically.
    

    
      “Ahem! I was just asking, so don’t look at me like that. Just a moment.”
    

    
      I took out a money pouch from my subspace.
    

    
      This was also the bounty I received for catching Egor the Butcher.
    

    
      Inside was my share of 3 gold, which was 300 shillings, or silver coins mixed with copper and silver, but I decided to just give it to him in the pouch.
    

    
      Because his lecture was quite satisfactory.
    

    
      Honestly, it was more than I expected.
    

    
      To the point where it was hard to think of it as a simple spar.
    

    
      “Here you go.”
    

    
      Still, 3 gold for one lecture was a lot, so I was honestly expecting a surprised reaction, but to hell with that.
    

    
      He opened the money pouch once and then tossed it into his subspace.
    

    
      A reaction as if he had received the amount he was supposed to.
    

    
      ‘He's a bit of a jerk.’
    

    
      After cursing him once inwardly, I asked.
    

    
      “So what’s the content of the next lecture?”
    

    
      “The same as today.”
    

    
      Evan answers chicly, as if asking something obvious.
    

    
      I've only seen him for a day, but I've got a rough idea of what this person's personality is like.
    

    
      A real man, a cool guy.
    

    
      There was no way a curriculum would exist for such a person.
    

    
      The reason I'm looking forward to the next lecture despite that is probably because I learned a lot from today's spar.
    

    
      Especially the strange pleasure and joy I felt in that state of selflessness is something I want to feel again right now.
    

    
      So I was disappointed that it ended like this.
    

    
      “When’s the next lecture?”
    

    
      “Whenever you want.”
    

    
      “Then how about this afternoon, after all the lectures are over.”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “Do you have plans?”
    

    
      “No. I'm clocking out.”
    

    
      I thought he liked money the most, but it seems he values clocking out on time more than money.
    

    
      His mindset is surprisingly MZ-like…… which is of course not the case.
    

    
      ‘There must be a reason.’
    

    
      I didn't press him.
    

    
      There will be plenty of time to get to know the person named Evan in the future.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Three more days passed since then.
    

    
      We met every lunchtime and as we did, at first, I had come up with the idea of this special lecture because I was curious about the person named Evan, but now it felt like the 'lunch special lecture' had become the priority.
    

    
      “When you cross swords, you can learn about that person. What kind of disposition they have, whether they are good or evil. Whether they have an impatient personality or a leisurely one.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “Just as there are a hundred personalities for a hundred people, the same goes for the sword. No matter how much you learn the same swordsmanship in the same place and train for the same amount of time, the sword ultimately reflects the person, so even if there are a hundred identical swordsmen, their swords are all different.”
    

    
      Evan's lunch special lectures weren't just about fighting every day; he also interspersed feedback after the spars, theoretical lessons on the state of selflessness, and his own philosophy and experiences in between.
    

    
      “That just now was dangerous.”
    

    
      “Just now? Ah. The time I almost got my thigh cut?”
    

    
      “It would have been cut for sure.”
    

    
      “But I blocked it.”
    

    
      “Not getting into a crisis in the first place is the priority. Because those small crises gather to create a big one.”
    

    
      He suddenly stood up and swung his sword at the empty air.
    

    
      I wondered what it was, but it was a re-enactment of me in the crisis just before.
    

    
      “It must be the 3rd form of the first half of the Royal Swordsmanship.”
    

    
      “Yes. At that time, that was the best and most optimal choice.”
    

    
      “But if you had tilted your sword slightly, you wouldn't have been in danger of having your leg cut. On the contrary, it's easier to turn the opponent's sword and switch to the offensive.”
    

    
      “Oh.”
    

    
      “Swordsmanship is merely a means to survival, not the result itself. Don't be bound by it.”
    

    
      Time passed again to the Friday before the weekend.
    

    
      Evan, who had finished the special lecture, suddenly looked at me and asked.
    

    
      “What are you doing this weekend?”
    

    
      I thought for a moment.
    

    
      It seemed I would be going bounty hunting with Yuria this weekend as well.
    

    
      Of course, there was a chance the cult would attack.
    

    
      No.
    

    
      Nine times out of ten, the cult would be waiting for me to leave the Academy.
    

    
      But I wasn't particularly worried about this part.
    

    
      I just had to not advertise 'we're going bounty hunting to this place!' like I did at the Public Security Headquarters last time.
    

    
      I plan to go quietly by myself this afternoon and just get the wanted poster and come back.
    

    
      Anyway.
    

    
      When I answered that I would probably be going bounty hunting again like last week, Evan made an unexpected proposal.
    

    
      “Go with you?”
    

    
      Evan's head nods up and down.
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “It's an extension of the lecture. A real battle is a situation where my lecture can be optimized.”
    

    
      So, he was saying he was going to squeeze tuition fees out of me on the weekend too.
    

    
      But well, there was no particular reason to refuse.
    

    
      The main purpose of me going bounty hunting was for Yuria's growth anyway.
    

    
      But if Evan came along and gave a lecture, I would be happy, not dislike it.
    

    
      “Let's do that.”
    

    
      “One more thing. I will choose the wanted criminal.”
    

    
      This was also good for me.
    

    
      I wouldn't have to go to the Capital Defense Headquarters and that way, our destination wouldn't be exposed to the cult at all.
    

    
      The problem was Yuria.
    

    
      ‘Given Evan's personality, it's unlikely he'll choose nobody as a target…….’
    

    
      I thought Yuria would be okay with it too.
    

    
      If not, I'll just persuade her.
    

    
      “Okay.”
    

    
      “Tomorrow at eight. The station.”
    

    
      And so, a strange companionship for bounty hunting began unexpectedly.
    

    
      The next day, I left the Academy with Yuria and headed to the airship station.
    

    
      “Senior. Who’s the wanted criminal we’re catching this time?”
    

    
      Even though we had arrived at the station, I hadn't said anything about the target, so Yuria, thinking it was strange, asked.
    

    
      “I don't know either.”
    

    
      “……Pardon?”
    

    
      Yuria looks at me with an expression that says, what does that mean?
    

    
      But it's true.
    

    
      In addition, I still hadn't told Yuria that Professor Evan would be joining us.
    

    
      I didn't do it on purpose, I just forgot.
    

    
      I was thinking about something else.
    

    
      “You'll know when we get there.”
    

    
      “Hmm. Okay.”
    

    
      Yuria tilted her head but soon had a look of acceptance.
    

    
      And we were able to meet Evan, who was waiting for us at the station.
    

    
      The one who spotted him first was Yuria.
    

    
      “……Huh? Senior. Over there.”
    

    
      Yuria, who was looking around, nudged me and pointed her finger.
    

    
      Evan was standing there, and as I approached him and greeted him warmly, Yuria's expression began to change strangely.
    

    
      “You’re here early, Professor.”
    

    
      “You’re here. Here, take this. It's an airship ticket to Iberito.”
    

    
      “Iberito, that’s a city in the southern part of the empire.”
    

    
      “800 shillings.”
    

    
      Evan suddenly held out his hand.
    

    
      When I looked at him with a 'what's this' expression, Evan answered dryly.
    

    
      “Ticket price.”
    

    
      I looked at him with an incredulous expression for a moment and then said.
    

    
      “……I’ll pay you after the job is done, along with the tuition fee.”
    

    
      “Don’t forget.”
    

    
      I knew it, but he was even more crazy about money than I had expected.
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      Yuria, who had been quiet, intervened.
    

    
      “Wait a minute, senior. What's this situation?”
    

    
      Yuria looks at Evan.
    

    
      “Is this professor coming with us too? I mean……”
    

    
      “It’s Evan. You. Don’t tell me you didn’t even tell her my name?”
    

    
      At Evan's question, I nodded my head confidently.
    

    
      “Yes. I just told her I was receiving a special lecture at lunch and didn't say more.”
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “Hmm. It’s no good for too many people to know?”
    

    
      The act of giving lectures for money outside of the official curriculum was a clear violation of the teaching authority and illegal.
    

    
      Even if it was Yuria, a secret is easier to keep when fewer people know it.
    

    
      And.
    

    
      “Also, it’s fun, isn't it? It feels like a surprise event.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “Or not.”
    

    
      Evan looked at me with an indescribable expression and then turned around sharply.
    

    
      “Let's go too, Yuria. It's almost time for departure.”
    

    
      “So Professor Evan is coming with us, right?”
    

    
      “Ah, yeah. Sorry for not telling you beforehand, but that's what happened.”
    

    
      “Then our target this time is……”
    

    
      “As I said before, I don't know either. Maybe he'll tell us once we're on the airship and in our cabin?”
    

    
      And so, a bounty hunting party that seemed to have a screw loose somewhere boarded the airship to Iberito.
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      With a short "woooong" vibration, the airship rose and we immediately gathered in an empty room inside.
    

    
      In the empty room, there was only a small table.
    

    
      However, I felt that there was no better space for three people to conspire.
    

    
      The orange light bulb dangling from the ceiling flickered and the shadows it created swayed within the walls.
    

    
      Click!
    

    
      Evan, who came in last, locked the door.
    

    
      He immediately took out wanted posters from his bosom.
    

    
      But what's this?
    

    
      There were several wanted posters.
    

    
      Just by eyeballing it, the number easily exceeded three.
    

    
      When Evan spread them out on the table, there were a total of seven.
    

    
      I grinned.
    

    
      “Why did you bring so many? It's as if you're going to catch all the wanted criminals active in the southern part of the empire.”
    

    
      “That’s right.”
    

    
      “?”
    

    
      I looked at Evan, wondering if he was joking, but his expression was endlessly serious.
    

    
      “All the bastards here are ‘Judgment’ grade villains active in the southern part of the empire. We will catch all of them within two days. That is our goal.”
    

    
      I had a blank expression for a moment.
    

    
      At this time, a very slight suspicion of Evan also arose.
    

    
      'Didn't this old man bring us along to use us as a shield?'
    

    
      But I immediately shook my head.
    

    
      No matter how crazy Evan was for money, surely he wasn't that much of a thug.
    

    
      If he was, Section Chief Baron wouldn't have recommended Evan for the professor position in the first place.
    

    
      Anyway, seven Judgment grade villains.
    

    
      Putting aside the threat, the problem was time.
    

    
      No matter how much their activity areas overlapped in the southern part of the empire, what was the area and distance?
    

    
      We would have to move to catch them, and it's not like we had a grand mage who used [Spatial Transfer] among us.
    

    
      Catching all of them within the two-day time limit was physically close to impossible.
    

    
      'And we don't even know where all of them are hiding, do we?'
    

    
      Just finding and tracking them would surely take a considerable amount of time.
    

    
      In my opinion, this was a one-month job.
    

    
      At the minimum.
    

    
      “By the way. This person is a Slaughter grade.”
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      Yuria, who had been quiet all this time, pointed to one of the wanted posters.
    

    
      It was true.
    

    
      One of the bastards in the corner was a Slaughter grade.
    

    
      To sum it up, six Judgment grade villains and one Slaughter grade villain.
    

    
      We had to catch a total of seven villains within two days.
    

    
      I scratched my head and looked at Evan.
    

    
      'This is a bit…….'
    

    
      A thug.
    

    
      I think he's right.
    

    
      I roughly understood that Evan had a special reason for needing money.
    

    
      And I also understood the desire to be greedy, as his share would decrease if the three of us split the bounty.
    

    
      But.
    

    
      “Professor. Honestly, I think this is a bit too greedy.”
    

    
      That was my honest feeling.
    

    
      Evan, who looked at me with calm eyes, shook his head.
    

    
      “No. It's possible.”
    

    
      It was a short answer, but that's why Evan, who answered with a voice that felt even firmer, took something else out of his bosom.
    

    
      And he handed it to me and Yuria.
    

    
      “Memorize this perfectly during the flight.”
    

    
      I looked at it, wondering what it was, and at the very top, it said 'Bounty Hunting Plan' in large letters.
    

    
      Below that, detailed plans and roles were listed by time in a neat handwriting.
    

    
      Along with information such as the villains' characteristics and personal details.
    

    
      'When did he make something like this?'
    

    
      I looked back and forth between Evan and the plan with surprised eyes.
    

    
      Had he been planning this from the beginning, with our participation in mind?
    

    
      But even so, he wouldn't have had much time to prepare.
    

    
      Or, maybe he had the plan for a long time but couldn't put it into practice due to a lack of manpower, and decided to execute it with our participation.
    

    
      Whatever the case, it was undeniable that his ability to take action and the driving force to plan and move were beyond imagination.
    

    
      Just then, he opened his mouth again.
    

    
      “It's also written in the plan, but in fact, the ones I was chasing were these guys.”
    

    
      He picked up several wanted posters.
    

    
      The four that were initially laid out on the top row.
    

    
      “The Hellond Four.”
    

    
      As soon as I heard that name, I let out a cry of admiration inwardly.
    

    
      'What! The Hellond Four were these bastards?'
    

    
      They were guys who were mentioned in the original work.
    

    
      They didn't appear in a significant role, but they were written on the hunting list of Gwyn Gaiard, Ivan's rival and the unfortunate genius overshadowed by the protagonist, so I knew their names at least.
    

    
      Guys who were destined to become Gwyn Gaiard's experience points in a year.
    

    
      But a question followed.
    

    
      If they were guys who would be defeated by Gwyn in a year, it meant that Evan had missed them at this point, which was a bit strange.
    

    
      'No matter if it's four Judgment grades, with Evan's combat power, it's a guaranteed half-split for all of them. Is there something else?'
    

    
      For example, being fast on their feet like Dayle.
    

    
      And as expected, my guess was right.
    

    
      “The Hellond Four. A bunch of famous contractors in the underworld who will do anything for money. Cruelty and a guaranteed mission success rate. And they're quite popular with clients because of the peculiarity of the four of them moving together.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “But they're hard to catch because they act so secretly. The method of contact is a secret. The meeting place is a secret. In the first place, they say they don't even meet unless you're a VIP who has dealt with them before.”
    

    
      Now that I look at it, under the composite sketch on the wanted poster, in small letters,
    

    
      [Appearance may not be accurate]
    

    
      It was attached like this.
    

    
      A villain with unclear movements and even uncertain information.
    

    
      Nevertheless, the reason Evan was trying to chase the Hellond Four must be purely for the money.
    

    
      '15 gold per head.'
    

    
      It was lower than Egor the Butcher, but since it was the price for elimination, not capture, it was high in a way.
    

    
      In addition.
    

    
      'The four are a set.'
    

    
      A characteristic of guys like these is that they have good loyalty and move around like one body.
    

    
      In other words, if you could just find them, you could earn a whopping 60 gold at once.
    

    
      “A few days ago, I happened to come across this news. The Hellond Four received a murder request and the target is a ‘witch’.”
    

    
      “Ah? A witch, could it be this person?”
    

    
      Yuria held up the Slaughter grade wanted poster she had pointed to just before.
    

    
      The witch, Griselda.
    

    
      That's what was written on the wanted poster.
    

    
      Her criminal record was enormous.
    

    
      Kidnapping and murder were basic and she also committed inhumane acts like biological experiments and the incident that made her a ‘Slaughter’ grade was catching a cleric of the main god, Max Obje, sexually assaulting him and burning him to death.
    

    
      So the one who issued the warrant for her was also the Obje Cult, the state religion of the empire.
    

    
      'She's a complete psycho.'
    

    
      Anyway.
    

    
      Currently, the Hellond Four were after Griselda and it seemed that it wouldn't be long before they met each other, given the circumstances.
    

    
      In other words, if you just found Griselda, you would automatically meet the Hellond Four.
    

    
      'Wait. Does this mean the other two are in a similar situation?'
    

    
      As if reading my thoughts, Evan nodded.
    

    
      “The other two wanted criminals are also involved in this situation. Judgment grade villains, the twin brothers Mark and Fork. They are acting as elders in a heretical sect called the Church of Truth. The leader there is the witch, Griselda. The headquarters of the Church of Truth is in Iberito, where we are going now.”
    

    
      Yuria's and my heads nodded at the same time.
    

    
      The background explanation was over.
    

    
      All questions were answered and at the same time as I was convinced, the perception that I had thought was unrealistic changed in an instant, and it began to be drawn concretely in my head.
    

    
      'This is quite possible.'
    

    
      My heart was already filled with anticipation and excitement.
    

    
      Yuria, whose eyes met mine by chance, was the same.
    

    
      “If we catch them all, it’s a whopping 50 gold per person, senior!”
    

    
      ……She seemed more excited than me at the thought of earning the bounty.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The Church of Truth.
    

    
      A pseudo-religion that worships the witch, Griselda, as a god.
    

    
      Of her, by her, for her alone.
    

    
      The headquarters was hidden 5 km south of Iberito, but it was only hidden on the surface; in fact, everyone who knew, knew where the Church of Truth was.
    

    
      So Iberito had the duty and responsibility to inform the capital of their existence and send troops to eliminate them.
    

    
      But the Church of Truth still remains.
    

    
      The reason is that Iberito, which should be active in judging heresy, is instead protecting them.
    

    
      From the citizens on a small scale to the mayor on a large scale.
    

    
      The Church of Truth was eating away at Iberito, and getting their help was practically impossible.
    

    
      By the time we arrived in Iberito, a bluish darkness was pushing away the twilight.
    

    
      We had departed in the morning, but we arrived in the late afternoon.
    

    
      To attend Monday's lecture, we had to take the last airship to Icata tomorrow afternoon.
    

    
      In other words, the time we had left was 22 hours at most.
    

    
      It was a tight schedule to catch seven wanted criminals, but no one showed any signs of being rushed.
    

    
      From getting off the airship, having our identities checked, and leaving the station.
    

    
      We didn't say a single word.
    

    
      We checked into the cheapest inn to drop off our luggage.
    

    
      When two men and one woman got a room, the owner gave us a strange look, but he immediately averted his gaze when he met Evan's eyes.
    

    
      We went into the room, dropped off our luggage and immediately left the inn again.
    

    
      The real plan was in three hours from now.
    

    
      Until then, we had to go around the gambling dens and find the twin brothers, Mark and Fork.
    

    
      “The two brothers are said to be serious gambling addicts. So on weekends, it's their hobby to leave the headquarters and go to the gambling dens in Iberito.”
    

    
      The twin brothers were elders of the Church of Truth, but they were also the leader's bodyguards.
    

    
      Today, when those bodyguards were away enjoying their hobby, was the chance for the Hellond Four.
    

    
      “After we find the twin brothers, let’s meet at the inn in two hours.”
    

    
      And we split up.
    

    
      There were two gambling dens in Iberito.
    

    
      A with small stakes and B with large stakes.
    

    
      Yuria and I went to A, and Evan went to B.
    

    
      “Welcome!”
    

    
      A fat manager greets Yuria and me loudly as we arrive at A.
    

    
      There, we acted like a couple who had come to a gambling den for the first time.
    

    
      It was a useless act.
    

    
      The gambling addicts' eyes were red, and they were only interested in the cards and chips in their hands.
    

    
      They didn't even care who came in.
    

    
      Thanks to that, we didn't attract anyone's attention and were able to look around the gambling den comfortably while waiting for the twin brothers.
    

    
      And the promised two hours passed.
    

    
      “……Senior.”
    

    
      Yuria came over and nodded.
    

    
      We had waited for two hours, but in the end, the twin brothers did not appear here, at 'Tears of Adrea'.
    

    
      That meant that today, they had gone to the B gambling den where Evan was, 'The Merchant of Venice'.
    

    
      So we left the gambling den and headed back to the inn.
    

    
      When we went into the room, surprisingly, Evan was waiting for us.
    

    
      “It seems they didn't show up.”
    

    
      “……Don't tell me, there too?”
    

    
      Evan shook his head.
    

    
      I smiled.
    

    
      “Well, we in Icata know the information that the Hellond Four are after the witch. There's no way the Church of Truth wouldn't know.”
    

    
      “The interesting thing is that a rumor has spread that the twin brothers visited Iberito today.”
    

    
      “Then it's a trap.”
    

    
      The answer came out immediately.
    

    
      The witch was setting a trap and luring the Hellond Four.
    

    
      “The Hellond Four, convinced that the twin brothers are away, will ambush the witch today, and the witch will ambush them in return. Is that right?”
    

    
      “An accurate summary.”
    

    
      Yuria's lips, who had been praised by Evan for the first time, are about to dance with a twitch.
    

    
      “In that case, I'll change the plan.”
    

    
      Our original goal was to defeat them one by one.
    

    
      First, kill the twin brothers.
    

    
      Then, kill the witch and the Hellond Four.
    

    
      More specifically, we would successfully kill the witch and then strike the Hellond Four when their strength was exhausted.
    

    
      But since it has come to this, it's just a frontal assault.
    

    
      “We're going in too. Into the enemy's camp.”
    

    
      Evan continued.
    

    
      “I'll say this in advance, it will be a chaotic battle and I may not have the luxury to look after you. However……”
    

    
      Evan, who saw me and Yuria, who had not a shred of tension, continued.
    

    
      “……It seems like a needless worry.”
    

    
      One Slaughter grade and six Judgment grade.
    

    
      It was a threatening force that would require at least a private knight order to be dispatched to completely subdue them.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      If it was a Judgment grade villain, Yuria was capable of handling one on her own and as for me, there was no need to say anything.
    

    
      Even without using my thief powers, I could handle about two with ease.
    

    
      And Evan, who had fought with us, was not unaware of that.
    

    
      “Let’s go.”
    

    
      A daily wage of 50 gold was waiting for us.
    

  
    Chapter 128: Chapter 128

    
      Chapter 128: Evan (5)
    

    
      Griselda was originally from Karagas, a city in the western part of the empire, not Iberito.
    

    
      And there, she was the most famous prostitute.
    

    
      Voluminous blonde hair, snow-white skin, an outstanding figure and green eyes that sparkled like sapphires.
    

    
      Her charming appearance captivated the hearts of numerous men and among the mercenaries and adventurers active in the west, there was no one who did not know her name.
    

    
      It even reached the point where murders were committed to win a night with her, so Griselda's fame soared to the sky in Karagas.
    

    
      But nothing is eternal before time, and beauty is but a fleeting moment.
    

    
      Skin that loses its elasticity and sags, wrinkles that cover the face, hair that becomes dull, and eyes that lose their vitality.
    

    
      A prostitute who has lost her beauty has no commercial value and men no longer sought Griselda, who could not prevent her aging.
    

    
      The old Griselda missed the past.
    

    
      The time when men worshiped her, women were jealous of her and everyone praised her beauty.
    

    
      Then, one day, she heard a rumor from a mercenary who had been a long-time client.
    

    
      “If you miss the old days so much, why don't you go south? They say there's a witch there who doesn't age.”
    

    
      Griselda sold all her belongings and left for the south.
    

    
      Did her desperation get through?
    

    
      Griselda was eventually able to find the rumored witch.
    

    
      It was just as the rumors said.
    

    
      The witch, as fresh and vibrant as a young girl, was a stark contrast to her own shabby self.
    

    
      Griselda gave all the wealth she had accumulated to the witch and became her apprentice, learning her visions.
    

    
      It was a forbidden art of buying youth in exchange for life force.
    

    
      Griselda, who had killed countless people and finally regained her past beauty, also killed the witch who had been her teacher.
    

    
      “Only I can possess eternal beauty. Hehe.”
    

    
      She settled in Iberito and as the number of people who praised her beauty gradually increased, a religion for her was formed in Iberito.
    

    
      That was the background of how today's Church of Truth was created.
    

    
      The headquarters of such a Church of Truth was located deep in a mountain, like a bandit's hideout.
    

    
      However, the surrounding wall was not a wooden fence but granite and the buildings inside were also built of brick.
    

    
      It was like a small, miniature version of the nearby city of Iberito.
    

    
      In the center was a large temple.
    

    
      It was the building where Griselda resided.
    

    
      At the same time, it was also a sanctuary where the believers served the witch, so even though it was late at night, the believers of the Church of Truth stood guard around it with lanterns.
    

    
      Nevertheless, something happened.
    

    
      Because several believers who were on guard on the east side were found dead.
    

    
      It was an intruder's attack.
    

    
      So a security alert was issued throughout the headquarters, and the believers gathered at the temple.
    

    
      No.
    

    
      They were supposed to gather.
    

    
      Clank, clank.
    

    
      Instead of the believers who were supposed to gather, only one person approached the temple, breaking through the pitch-black darkness.
    

    
      And he made a sound of clashing metal pieces every time he moved.
    

    
      Naturally, the noise pierced the silence of the night and attracted the attention of all the believers on guard.
    

    
      “What's that bastard?”
    

    
      “Hey! Stop right there……”
    

    
      The believer who was shouting a warning was horrified when he saw the figure that emerged from the darkness.
    

    
      As expected, it wasn't a believer.
    

    
      The figure, illuminated by the firelight, was clad in iron armor from head to toe.
    

    
      It was a bizarre sight.
    

    
      But what horrified the believers was something else.
    

    
      “……Blood?”
    

    
      His body was all red.
    

    
      As if he had just come from a scene of slaughter.
    

    
      And the place the man in armor had passed through was where the believers' residences were.
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      The believers were not fools, and they quickly grasped the situation.
    

    
      “It's an enemy!”
    

    
      “An intruder trying to invade the sanctuary! Die!”
    

    
      “Let's tear off his skin and offer it to our goddess!”
    

    
      A total of twenty believers, holding spears, charged at the man in armor.
    

    
      But half of them had their steps bound as soon as they charged.
    

    
      Because of a sudden storm of cold air.
    

    
      “Kraaak!”
    

    
      Hard, sharp ice crystals made holes of blood in the believers' bodies and even if they managed to block it, the believers struggled as their bodies slowly froze.
    

    
      Just then, a sword that had been secretly approaching, hidden in the shadows of the night, cut their throats.
    

    
      Swish!
    

    
      Stab!
    

    
      “Keuheuk!”
    

    
      One of the believers fell, dropping the lantern he was holding.
    

    
      The lantern that fell on the floor shattered, spewing fire and oil in all directions.
    

    
      A crimson firelight spread around, illuminating the man who had been hiding in the night's shadows.
    

    
      It was Gerard.
    

    
      “Ugh……”
    

    
      Gerard, who had killed the believer, pulled out his longsword and shook off the blood.
    

    
      The believer he had killed was the last one.
    

    
      There were no more believers standing around the temple and around the man in armor, that is, Evan, there were only torn and shattered corpses.
    

    
      “……No matter how much they're better off dead, isn't your hand a bit too heavy?”
    

    
      Evan casually ignored Gerard's question and went inside the temple.
    

    
      “Hurry up. They’ve already gone inside.”
    

    
      The three of them went inside the temple.
    

    
      The interior was quite complex.
    

    
      There was a central corridor and forks in the road here and there and at each fork, there were believers strewn about, as if there had been a battle.
    

    
      And around that time, the sound of battle was heard.
    

    
      “It seems they’ve already started.”
    

    
      The three of them quickened their pace.
    

    
      I’ll never die!
    

    
      Die, you sons of bitches──!
    

    
      A shout mixed with curses informed them that they were getting close.
    

    
      Inside the altar room they arrived at, two men in leather clothes were surrounded by believers and fighting a desperate battle.
    

    
      “Come at me one by one!”
    

    
      “Die! Die! Dieeee!”
    

    
      The two men, who were clearly fighting in desperation, were the Hellond Four.
    

    
      No.
    

    
      The Hellond Two now, I guess.
    

    
      At their feet, two corpses in the same leather clothes were lying face down and their weapons, attire and appearance were those of Visor and Kron of the Hellond Four.
    

    
      Visor was dead with his neck cut off and Kron was dead with a gaping hole in his chest, his eyes wide open.
    

    
      ‘That one was hit by dark magic.’
    

    
      Gerard guessed, looking at the melted skin along the edge of the hole in his chest.
    

    
      “You cowardly bastards!”
    

    
      “Hehe. Aren't you the ones who are cowardly for trying to launch a surprise attack?”
    

    
      Just then, a beautiful, melodious voice was heard from behind the believers.
    

    
      The three of them turned their heads to where the voice came from and soon they found a beautiful woman in a black dress standing there, smiling.
    

    
      It was the witch, Griselda.
    

    
      At the same time, the three of them met in the air.
    

    
      Without even coordinating, Gerard and Yuria ran toward her.
    

    
      The place Evan headed was where the Hellond Two were.
    

    
      With the plate armor covering his body and the killing techniques he had learned through numerous wars, Evan was a person optimized for a group brawl.
    

    
      With tremendous breakthrough power, he immediately broke down the wall of believers blocking his way and went straight to where the Hellond Two were.
    

    
      A sight that was hard to believe was created by one person.
    

    
      Naturally, all eyes in the room were on Evan, who was crushing the believers and the attack on the Hellond Two also stopped for a moment.
    

    
      “What is that strange thing……?”
    

    
      Griselda, who was watching from behind, opened her mouth for a moment at Evan's immense power.
    

    
      Then she lifted her finger and gave a quiet order.
    

    
      “What are you doing? Kill him right now, twins.”
    

    
      The twin brothers, Mark and Fork.
    

    
      They had been cleverly mixed in with the believers and attacking the Hellond Two until now.
    

    
      The beheading of Visor was also the result of the two of them launching a surprise attack from behind.
    

    
      The twins' target changed from the Hellond Two to Evan.
    

    
      Thwack!
    

    
      Mark's skull caved in from the gauntlet swung by Evan and Griselda's mouth opened even wider than before.
    

    
      “A complete ogre……”
    

    
      Griselda couldn't finish her words.
    

    
      Because of the sudden feeling of cold magic.
    

    
      She quickly activated her protective barrier, and that saved her.
    

    
      Kkaang!
    

    
      When she turned her head at the vibration that suddenly came from behind, a man was smacking his lips as if in regret.
    

    
      “Your senses are better than I thought. A Slaughter grade is a Slaughter grade, I guess.”
    

    
      Griselda, whose eyes met the grinning man, Gerard, felt a chill run down her spine.
    

    
      It was the instinctive fear that she might die.
    

    
      Griselda shouted urgently.
    

    
      “What, what are you doing! Protect your god right nowww!”
    

    
      The believers rushed in.
    

    
      “The goddess is in danger!”
    

    
      “Protect the goddess!”
    

    
      They were fanatics.
    

    
      For Griselda alone.
    

    
      They threw themselves like moths to a flame to protect Griselda.
    

    
      Gerard and Yuria, who were about to attack Griselda in succession, missed their timing due to the sheer numbers, and in that gap, Griselda pulled her body back.
    

    
      “Fork! Where are you, Fork!”
    

    
      Griselda looked for the other twin, Fork.
    

    
      Soon she was able to find Fork.
    

    
      Dead, with his lower and upper body separated.
    

    
      “Kkeuaak!”
    

    
      And a scream erupted.
    

    
      It was the sound made by the Hellond Two, who were being butchered by Evan's greatsword.
    

    
      “There’s nowhere to run.”
    

    
      Before she knew it, Gerard and Yuria were standing in front of her.
    

    
      “This is the last one, senior. That's 50 gold right there.”
    

    
      “Heh. We’re rich now, Yuria.”
    

    
      Griselda raised her hand.
    

    
      “W-wait a minute! 50 gold?”
    

    
      “Yeah. Why?”
    

    
      “Is money what you want!?”
    

    
      For a moment, Gerard's and Yuria's eyes met.
    

    
      Gerard nodded.
    

    
      “Uh. Yeah. The bounty.”
    

    
      “I’ll give it to you! Much more!”
    

    
      “How much do you have?”
    

    
      “Ten million shillings! It’s in the treasury over there!”
    

    
      It was a lie.
    

    
      She had no money saved up.
    

    
      As soon as she got money, she used it to buy people, and she used the forbidden art to maintain her youth with their life force.
    

    
      It was called a treasury, but inside the treasury, there was only the hatred and skeletons of people who had died unjustly.
    

    
      “What? Ten million shillings? Really?”
    

    
      “Th-then! If you save me, I’ll give it all to you!!”
    

    
      The reason she was telling such an obvious lie was to buy time.
    

    
      In that gap, Griselda was gathering all her life force to prepare a single vision, and as soon as it was complete, she used it on Gerard.
    

    
      “Kyahaha! Just kidding! Take this, Lilith's Embrace!”
    

    
      A beam of light shot out from her outstretched hand.
    

    
      And it hit Gerard head-on.
    

    
      “S-seniooor!”
    

    
      The startled Yuria rushed over to Gerard.
    

    
      Gerard, who had been hit head-on by the dark magic, was bowing his head.
    

    
      Yuria places her hand on his shoulder, but.
    

    
      Thump.
    

    
      Gerard swatted her hand away.
    

    
      “Hee. It’s no use, you bitch! Now that man won’t even look at any other woman but me.”
    

    
      “……!”
    

    
      “Come, come now. Come to my arms, my prince.”
    

    
      Gerard walked toward Griselda like a puppet.
    

    
      Yuria tried to stop him, but Gerard once again roughly pushed her hand away.
    

    
      “G-Gerard-senior……”
    

    
      Yuria was in shock and Griselda, who saw the scene, laughed out loud.
    

    
      And she glanced at Evan.
    

    
      ‘I wanted to use it on that monster, but that iron armor covering his body seems to be an artifact.’
    

    
      Lilith's Embrace was a curse.
    

    
      If that armor had the ability to block curses, it would be all for nothing, so she had used it on Gerard as a substitute.
    

    
      Now that she had used it, it seemed she had chosen correctly.
    

    
      ‘Not only the girl, but even that monster is frozen in place, right?’
    

    
      Evan had already killed the Hellond Two, but perhaps because of this Gerard guy, he was just standing there without doing anything.
    

    
      ‘Oho! So this Gerard guy was the leader!’
    

    
      Griselda grinned.
    

    
      Then she looked at Gerard, who had come before her, with loving eyes.
    

    
      “My prince. Look at me.”
    

    
      At her command, Gerard lifted his head and looked at her.
    

    
      Something felt bad.
    

    
      Well, it must be because of his gloomy and ugly appearance.
    

    
      Thinking that, Griselda smiled sweetly and lifted her finger.
    

    
      “Me, Griselda and that girl standing over there, you know? Who is more beautiful?”
    

    
      This was a question that stemmed purely from the desire and satisfaction that she had to be the most beautiful in this world.
    

    
      In fact, from the first time she saw Yuria, she had not liked her.
    

    
      So she wanted to hear it with her own ears.
    

    
      ‘The words that I am prettier than that girl.’
    

    
      Even if she had to borrow the power of a curse.
    

    
      Griselda tucked her hair behind her ear.
    

    
      “Now. Hurry up and tell me. Me and her. Who is more beautiful?”
    

    
      “Yuria.”
    

    
      “Hee. That’s right, correct! Of course, I, Griselda……”
    

    
      Griselda's expression, which had expected to be chosen, changed belatedly.
    

    
      “……Wait. What did you say?”
    

    
      Gerard said.
    

    
      “I said Yuria. You old hag.”
    

    
      At the same time, her neck tingled.
    

    
      ‘Huh?’
    

    
      Griselda suddenly felt the world around her spin.
    

    
      And.
    

    
      Thump!
    

    
      Rolling away…..
    

    
      Griselda's head, falling to the floor and rolling.
    

    
      Her neck was cut, but she still had some sensation left and Gerard's low voice reached her ears.
    

    
      “Are you crazy? Trying to compare a plastic, no, a vision beauty to a natural beauty?”
    

    
      You’re cut at Karina’s level.
    

    
      With those last words, Gerard turned around.
    

    
      ‘Karina. Who is she……?’
    

    
      In her fading consciousness, Griselda finally realized.
    

    
      That no matter how much a human struggles, in the end, they cannot win against ‘nature’.
    

  
    Chapter 129: Chapter 129

    
      Chapter 129: Evan (6)
    

    
      Lilith's Embrace, cast by the witch, was naturally blocked by the 'Star's Blessing'.
    

    
      I just played along, pretending to be cursed, and she fell for it.
    

    
      Anyway.
    

    
      The fight was over and we were able to successfully finish the bounty hunt that we thought was impossible.
    

    
      We cut off the heads of the wanted criminals, which could be called their tokens and put them one by one into the cloth bag Evan had brought, then stored them in Evan's subspace.
    

    
      When we returned to Icata, Evan would submit them all at once to the Capital Defense Headquarters, receive the bounty and then come to the Academy to distribute our shares.
    

    
      After the battle, we searched the inside of the temple.
    

    
      I wondered if there would be anything of value, but it was a futile effort.
    

    
      The witch, Griselda's, words were a lie (though I hadn't expected much anyway) and the treasury was full of only the corpses of people who had been sacrificed.
    

    
      “……I killed her too easily.”
    

    
      And so, the Church of Truth disappeared.
    

    
      I wanted to screw over the mayor of Iberito and his underlings who had been backing the Church of Truth, but it was just a thought.
    

    
      I didn't have the luxury to put it into practice, nor was it something we had to solve.
    

    
      As soon as the day broke, we took an airship back to Icata.
    

    
      And the next day, I was able to meet Evan again at the lunch special lecture.
    

    
      As soon as we met, Evan suddenly held out two money pouches to me.
    

    
      They were similar in size and when I took them, the weight felt the same.
    

    
      “Yours and Yuria's shares.”
    

    
      I set aside Yuria's and took out two gold coins from my share of the pouch and handed them to him.
    

    
      But Evan shook his head.
    

    
      “You don't have to give it to me.”
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “Isn't it the tuition fee?”
    

    
      “It is, but.”
    

    
      This bounty hunt was conducted under Evan's leadership, not mine and Yuria's.
    

    
      In addition, the bounty was a secondary objective and the main objective was Evan's teaching.
    

    
      So I was just giving him the tuition fee we had promised at first, and there was no other reason.
    

    
      But Evan stubbornly refused it.
    

    
      “I taught you nothing on this expedition. I thought there would be things to teach you, like how to attack and deal with villains, and how to make a plan, but it seemed unnecessary.”
    

    
      Well, it was true that I was an expert in catching villains and making plans.
    

    
      But that was that.
    

    
      “We promised to give it to you first and I learned a lot.”
    

    
      In the first place, it wasn't fair to divide it evenly, as it was Evan who had planned the entire framework of this bounty hunt.
    

    
      In terms of shares, it was right for him to take the most.
    

    
      “……If you insist, I won't refuse.”
    

    
      Evan finally took the money, and only then could I smile with satisfaction.
    

    
      “But, are we going again? Bounty hunting.”
    

    
      ***
    

    
      A dark room.
    

    
      Two bishops were talking at a round table.
    

    
      “How is she doing, Lutus? Is she adjusting well?”
    

    
      “That’s my business, so don't worry about it. Just tell me when you're going to take care of that thief.”
    

    
      “It won't take long. Around the final evaluation?”
    

    
      “Not much time left.”
    

    
      Heh heh, Lutus let out a sinister laugh.
    

    
      Cristiano, who was staring at him, asked.
    

    
      “More importantly, you moved the High Priests, didn't you? To Paragon.”
    

    
      At the same time, Lutus's laughter stopped abruptly.
    

    
      “You received information that Gerard was on an outing and dispatched four High Clerics to assassinate him, but you failed. Are you alright?”
    

    
      “……What about?”
    

    
      “What do you think? Your position in the Darkness Council. If you keep failing like this, I'm worried that the higher-ups will have something to say.”
    

    
      Lutus glared at Cristiano and then curled his lips.
    

    
      “You're the last person to worry about me.”
    

    
      “Why not? We're friends.”
    

    
      “Heh heh. Right. Friends.”
    

    
      “So, in all honesty, I feel disappointed in you. If you had obtained such information, you should have shared it with me, your friend and acted together. Isn't Gerard a common problem we have to solve anyway?”
    

    
      It was true, but Lutus just frowned and remained silent.
    

    
      Lutus had considered Cristiano a rival for a long time.
    

    
      So he knew Bishop Cristiano better than anyone.
    

    
      A human who hides a more sinister intention than any other.
    

    
      An ally, but also the most cautious person, wondering when he would backstab you.
    

    
      This was what Lutus thought of the person named Cristiano.
    

    
      If he didn't have the devil's seed, that is, 'her', what would Cristiano have done?
    

    
      “As long as I have that ‘child’ in my hands, my influence in the Darkness Council is stronger than anyone else's. Don't worry, just shut up. And.”
    

    
      Lutus continued.
    

    
      “In the first place, I took action because you were doing nothing, weren't I? You said you were thinking of a plan, so why are you just sitting there?”
    

    
      “I was thinking.”
    

    
      “So. When on earth is that thinking going to end?”
    

    
      “As a matter of fact, I have something to say about that.”
    

    
      Cristiano's head leaned forward.
    

    
      At the same time, he spoke in a different voice than before.
    

    
      Openly revealing the nuance that it was an important story.
    

    
      “I've found someone to kill Gerard.”
    

    
      A deep smile formed on Bishop Cristiano's lips.
    

    
      “He's someone who can operate without being restricted by the Academy environment, which is our obstacle. Of course, his skills are outstanding.”
    

    
      “Are you sure? Gerard is not at the cadet level. His skills must be the most certain.”
    

    
      “Even if we were to fight him, we couldn't guarantee a win.”
    

    
      Lutus's eyes widened.
    

    
      “……There's someone like that? Who on earth is he?”
    

    
      Cristiano whispered about that person and Lutus's expression gradually brightened.
    

    
      While he was at it, Cristiano revealed all the plans he had thought of.
    

    
      By the time the story was over, a smile identical to Cristiano's was drawn on Lutus's lips.
    

    
      “Heh heh. This time, that Gerard bastard is finished for sure.”
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The second bounty hunt with Evan began.
    

    
      This time, the targets were two people.
    

    
      A Judgment grade villain named Jekal and a Slaughter grade villain named Nadin.
    

    
      Jekal was the boss of an organization based in the city's underworld.
    

    
      Well, it was an organization with a strange name, 'The Blood-Stained Hand' and they were using a whole building, with Jekal residing on the top floor.
    

    
      So we just charged in.
    

    
      “E-enemy!”
    

    
      “Intrusion!”
    

    
      “Get 'em!”
    

    
      And the ones who got it were them.
    

    
      Every time we swung our arms, the organization members fainted without even being able to scream.
    

    
      Near Evan, people were flying around.
    

    
      Thwack! Clang! Paak! Stab!
    

    
      Anyway, it was incredibly noisy.
    

    
      The funny thing was that after finishing up the scene, you could tell who had been beaten by looking at the state of the fallen organization members.
    

    
      Fainted normally, me.
    

    
      Groaning from being frozen or burned, Yuria.
    

    
      And if you couldn't tell if they were dead or alive, being smashed and crumpled somewhere, Evan.
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      Still, unlike the fanatics of the Church of Truth who were crazy about the witch and committed murder without hesitation, the organization members here hadn't crossed the line and I thought there would be newbies who had just set foot in this world, so I held back.
    

    
      “Who are you!”
    

    
      Except for that bastard.
    

    
      Clang! Clang! Clang!
    

    
      I kicked the right outer wall once and then swung my sword at his head.
    

    
      “Gahk!”
    

    
      “Huh? What. You blocked it?”
    

    
      It seems that the boss of an organization is a boss for a reason, and he has a hidden trick up his sleeve.
    

    
      At my reaction, the bastard smiled grotesquely.
    

    
      “Kehehe. You foolish bastard. Believe it or not, I'm from a knight school's elite cours-!”
    

    
      With a 'peok!' sound, the bastard's body flew back and was embedded in the wall.
    

    
      The cause was the longsword stuck in his chest.
    

    
      The longsword that flew from behind had pierced his body and not content with that, it had also pierced the wall behind him.
    

    
      Evan casually pulled out the sword, cut off the bastard's head, and put it in a cloth bag.
    

    
      I stared blankly at that overly natural sight and shouted.
    

    
      “Use your turn signal before you throw, pleeease! I thought my heart was going to drop.”
    

    
      “What's a turn signal?”
    

    
      “That is……”
    

    
      I thought for a moment and answered.
    

    
      “……Consideration and affection?”
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      Evan just mumbled something incomprehensible and went outside.
    

    
      Yuria smiled as she watched the two of us.
    

    
      We left the city that way and headed to the city next to it.
    

    
      Saba-saba-bak.
    

    
      We walked along a forest path where night bugs chirped.
    

    
      Chatting, we talked quite a lot as we went.
    

    
      About the next target, Nadin, or idle talk like the appearance of the trees on the roadside.
    

    
      And also about Evan's artifact.
    

    
      It was Yuria's sudden question and Evan, whom I thought would ignore it as it was related to his personal life, unexpectedly answered.
    

    
      [Iron-Blooded Armor]
    

    
      Like the 'Star's Blessing', this unique-grade artifact was said to be absorbed into the blood.
    

    
      “Huh? Then is the thing flowing in your veins mercury, not blood, Professor?”
    

    
      It was Yuria's innocent question and this time, Evan ignored it.
    

    
      At that, I giggled.
    

    
      Because I thought it might actually be true.
    

    
      The night grew deeper, and we decided to camp.
    

    
      We made a fire and ate a late dinner.
    

    
      We had brought some food for dinner, but Evan taught us about foods that could be obtained from the surroundings in an emergency.
    

    
      The larvae that lived under rotten wood were that food.
    

    
      “Ugh.”
    

    
      I grimaced, but Yuria, who I thought would be the most repulsed, surprisingly swallowed it well.
    

    
      She said it was because of her experience as a mercenary.
    

    
      Well, I couldn't eat it raw, so I grilled it over the fire.
    

    
      ……The funny thing was that when I ate it, it was surprisingly edible.
    

    
      In addition, methods for obtaining water on the spot, medicinal herbs and first aid that can be used as a substitute for treatment when injured.
    

    
      How to distinguish poisonous herbs, how to choose a campsite, how to maintain body temperature, and so on.
    

    
      Evan taught us about general field life.
    

    
      “When a war breaks out, there are people who die from being hit by swords and guns, but there are also many who die because they can't endure in the field. In fact, in a war, there are far more cases of marching than fighting the enemy. The weather conditions and the surrounding environment. Everything is an enemy.”
    

    
      It was an experience that I, who had only experienced 'Heroes of Frey' as a game outside the monitor, could not know.
    

    
      I did learn the theoretical parts at the Academy.
    

    
      But knowing through a professor's explanation and the words in a book is bound to be a world of difference from experiencing it in person.
    

    
      “Because of these things, the 4th-year students who are living as apprentice knights have the hardest time and it's understandable. With just a sword in their hand, they have no opponent in this imperial land, but the things they didn't even pay attention to are holding them back.”
    

    
      Suddenly, this place had become Evan's classroom.
    

    
      The rock, weathered by the wind, became a chair, and the remaining tree stump became a desk.
    

    
      Evan took a tree branch and drew a picture on the dirt floor, using it as a blackboard.
    

    
      Occasionally, he would stir the bonfire with it, and each time, with a 'tadak' sound, the sparks that flew out illuminated the faces of the three of us.
    

    
      The endlessly serious Evan, and Yuria with a peaceful face.
    

    
      And above in the sky, a roundish moon that had secretly visited was peeking out from behind the hazy clouds, auditing Evan's lecture.
    

    
      And so, our lecture, accompanied by the moon and stars, continued until late at night.
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      Time flew by like an arrow.
    

    
      Now, without anyone saying anything, we gathered every weekend and went on bounty hunts together.
    

    
      Evan would decide the target and do the background check and then Yuria and I would put our heads together and make the overall plan.
    

    
      When the operation was executed, the situation generally flowed according to our plan, but as is the case with all human affairs, it couldn't be perfect, and variables arose, so we also faced crisis situations.
    

    
      But the three of us solved those crises by exercising our individual wits and sometimes by working together, and as we did, we gradually seeped into each other.
    

    
      Yuria was also collecting the 200 gold she had aimed for, and I also got a considerable amount of money.
    

    
      Enough to be a nice side income.
    

    
      The cult's requests had been sluggish recently, as if they were plotting something, but fortunately, thanks to the bounty hunting, I was able to make up for the lack of income.
    

    
      Perhaps because of that, even Luis, who had initially opposed bounty hunting, saying it was dangerous, has now changed his stance and is actively pushing me.
    

    
      As a result, Evan was also making a name for himself in the Frey Empire.
    

    
      Bounty hunters and soldiers of the Capital Defense Headquarters respected him, and the citizens of the empire also cheered and praised him as he went around taking the heads of villains like the grim reaper.
    

    
      However, the perception of Evan within the Academy was the opposite.
    

    
      His image, which was already not good because he was a former war mercenary, became even worse.
    

    
      The reason was that he had damaged the dignity of a professor.
    

    
      Since the profession of an Academy professor was socially respected and most of them were nobles who valued honor, Evan, who was also working as a bounty hunter behind the scenes, was not looked upon favorably.
    

    
      But the center of the gossip, Evan himself, didn't give a damn.
    

    
      Like a cool guy, Evan didn't even pay attention to what the surrounding professors said or what they gossiped about him.
    

    
      His interests and purpose were money.
    

    
      Only money.
    

    
      And I recently finally found out why he craved money so much.
    

    
      “You look busy these days, Gerard.”
    

    
      It was Section Chief Baron.
    

    
      “I hear you're sticking with Evan every weekend.”
    

    
      “Huh? You knew? Come to think of it, I heard you were the one who brought Professor Evan here, Section Chief Baron?”
    

    
      “To be precise, Department Head Pirion and I brought him together.”
    

    
      He continued.
    

    
      “Take care of him. He’s a guy who works hard for his sick mother. He’s a good fellow.”
    

    
      “Huh? His mother is sick?”
    

    
      “Hmm? Did Evan not tell you?”
    

    
      Evan's reason for having to earn money.
    

    
      It was for the medicine for his mother, who had an incurable disease.
    

    
      Department Head Pirion and Section Chief Baron had met Evan when they were both active in the Central Knights.
    

    
      The two, who had gotten lost during an operation, met the war mercenary Evan, and they formed a bond after receiving his help.
    

    
      “We did a lot of persuading back then. His abilities were too good to be wasted wandering the battlefields. And his deep filial piety for his mother. So we suggested he become a professor instead of living as a war mercenary who could die at any moment.”
    

    
      From Evan's perspective, it was a proposal not even worth considering.
    

    
      It was truly a golden rope sent down from the heavens.
    

    
      It was a given that an Academy professor was more stable and earned more money than a war mercenary, and most importantly, it was a more respectable and proud profession than a war mercenary.
    

    
      “How happy his mother would be if she regained consciousness and found her son had become a professor. That was the clincher.”
    

    
      That was the story of how Evan became a professor.
    

    
      “But seeing him go bounty hunting every weekend……”
    

    
      Section Chief Baron trailed off and moaned.
    

    
      I could guess the rest without having to hear it.
    

    
      ‘His mother’s condition has worsened, and the cost of medicine has reached a point where his professor’s salary can’t cover it.’
    

    
      Knowing these circumstances, I saw Evan in a new light.
    

    
      His gruffness, which had seemed cool, now looked like depression and sadness; the weapon he wielded against villains looked like a son's effort to save his mother; and the heavy and sturdy-looking armor looked like a pledge and firm will toward himself.
    

    
      And so, the weekend and the promised bounty hunt came again.
    

    
      Swaaaaah!
    

    
      A night of pouring rain.
    

    
      We took shelter in a cave to avoid the pouring rain, and decided to spend the night there.
    

    
      We made a fire and dried our wet clothes first.
    

    
      Yuria seemed tired and was dozing off, leaning against the wall.
    

    
      Then she lay down on her side on the floor and fell asleep.
    

    
      I stared blankly at the fire.
    

    
      Occasionally stirring the firewood with the poker I was holding.
    

    
      Just then, Evan got up from his seat.
    

    
      Evan took out a blanket and covered the sleeping Yuria.
    

    
      Huh?
    

    
      I stared blankly at the sight, and even though I had witnessed it with my own eyes, I experienced a momentary cognitive dissonance.
    

    
      The cold and gruff Evan is taking care of Yuria?
    

    
      ‘Why?’
    

    
      Evan glanced at my expression and answered, though I hadn't asked.
    

    
      “……Don't misunderstand. I covered her because I was worried she might catch a cold. As I’ve always emphasized, the most terrifying enemy during field activities is hypothermia.”
    

    
      I emphasize again, I hadn't asked.
    

    
      I was just looking because Evan's action was unexpected.
    

    
      I thought he was only interested in his mother and money, but this person also had a soft spot.
    

    
      “It's true. There are no other ulterior motives.”
    

    
      But if you keep denying it like this, it looks even stranger.
    

    
      “I don't even see girls under fifteen as women. In the first place, I'm not interested in women, and I don't want to get between you two.”
    

    
      Wait.
    

    
      The last part was strange, so I asked with a bewildered expression.
    

    
      “What do you mean by the last part?”
    

    
      “I heard you two are in that kind of relationship.”
    

    
      “Who said that?”
    

    
      “Section Chief Baron.”
    

    
      It was the person I expected, so I wasn't particularly moved and couldn't be bothered to react, so I just let out a short sigh.
    

    
      “Sigh. Here we go again. Don’t believe what that person says. We’re not in that kind of relationship.”
    

    
      “Hmm. Understood.”
    

    
      Evan nodded his head.
    

    
      I stirred the firewood again, and the flames that shot up for a moment pushed back the darkness of the cave and illuminated our two faces in red.
    

    
      “Idemacus. That’s the name of the disease my mother has.”
    

    
      And the story suddenly began.
    

    
      “A devil’s disease where you have to rely on medicine for the rest of your life and even that medicine is at best for maintaining the status quo, not a cure. But to save my mother, I have no choice but to do my best and that’s why I needed money. The reason I bounty hunt.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “But I don't think I have much time left for this either.”
    

    
      I flinched and looked up at him.
    

    
      ‘Not much time left for this kind of thing. Don't tell me his mother's condition has worsened?’ a miserable thought came to mind, but when I looked at Evan, a faint smile was already on his lips.
    

    
      I could count on one hand the number of times I had seen him smile, but this was the brightest smile among them.
    

    
      “A while ago, I was introduced to a doctor. He was said to be a doctor with considerable knowledge and authority in the field of internal medicine and that he was researching a cure for Idemacus. So I took my mother to him, and what do you think the result was.”
    

    
      “Was it a success?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      His smile deepened.
    

    
      “Although it was only half a success, my mother, who had always been staring at the ceiling, looked at me.”
    

    
      At the same time, a blurry film of water formed in his eyes.
    

    
      “……It's been 5 years. The time it took for my mother to look at me.”
    

    
      I felt like his sincerity was being conveyed, and I too was overjoyed.
    

    
      “That’s really great. Congratulations, Professor.”
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      “Now you don't have to do this bounty hunting thing anymore, right? Oh. Then is today the last day?”
    

    
      “That's not it. The doctor demanded quite a lot of money for the treatment, so I think I'll have to go bounty hunting three more times. So, could you help me just three more times?”
    

    
      I grinned.
    

    
      “Of course. We should be the ones asking for the favor.”
    

    
      I have learned quite a lot while being with Evan.
    

    
      Things I couldn't learn in the Academy's lectures, and things that couldn't be explained by the words in a secret tome.
    

    
      An enlightenment that can only be faced when experienced with the body.
    

    
      “Do you know something, Gerard?”
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      “My mother’s cooking skills were the best in the empire. If the treatment is successful, I want to let you taste my mother’s cooking too……”
    

    
      He trailed off and Evan cast his gaze outside the cave.
    

    
      Was it his first time inviting and treating someone?
    

    
      Seeing him look quite awkward, I nodded my head with a smile.
    

    
      “I’m curious about that. Please finish the treatment well and be sure to invite me.”
    

    
      Afterward, we stayed up all night, chatting about this and that.
    

    
      That day, the sky poured down a torrent of rain all day long, as if a hole had been torn in it.
    

    
      The cloudy day was as gloomy as night, and the wind and lightning blew and struck without warning, hindering our march.
    

    
      It was a sudden deterioration of the weather.
    

    
      Why?
    

    
      I had a bad feeling about something.
    

    
      But as if to mock my prediction, Evan threw an axe at the head of a wanted criminal who was fleeing through the storm, and the axe flew without wavering in the fierce wind and rain and smashed his head.
    

    
      Thwack!
    

    
      We cheered.
    

    
      Whatever the case, we had caught the wanted criminal, so that was enough.
    

    
      After successfully finishing our journey, we immediately returned to Icata.
    

    
      The next day.
    

    
      I received my share of the bounty from Evan and I gave it back to Evan just as I had received it.
    

    
      At my action, Evan's head tilted to the side.
    

    
      “Why? I gave you the tuition fee.”
    

    
      “……All of this?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Why? Don't tell me you……”
    

    
      “Eh? No. I don't know what you're trying to say, but I was purely satisfied with your teachings during this bounty hunt and there's no other reason. Please don't misunderstand on your own.”
    

    
      And without looking back, I bowed and parted ways.
    

    
      A smile suddenly came to my lips.
    

    
      At first, I was curious about the person named Evan.
    

    
      His background, hidden in a veil because it wasn't revealed in the original work, his gloomy image, the wall he built toward others, and even his situation of not being able to adapt to the Academy.
    

    
      I felt it.
    

    
      He was the optimal talent for Shadow in many ways.
    

    
      What I was especially greedy for was his strong martial power.
    

    
      I thought he would become an outstanding comrade who could sufficiently make up for Shadow's lack of interpersonal combat power.
    

    
      But as we stuck together, I guess I gradually seeped in.
    

    
      Before I knew it, I was sincerely wishing for the happiness of him, who was trying to cure his mother.
    

    
      ‘So just one more bounty hunt is needed, right?’
    

    
      Since I gave him my entire share this time, if we go out just one more time, his mother's treatment fee will be completely collected.
    

    
      ‘I hope it’s a success.’
    

    
      And that night, I met Guartes for the first time in a long while.
    

    
      It was an urgent meeting and a request that required a solution on the same day.
    

    
      It was a sudden request, but the pay was just as high and given my personality, I would take more, not refuse.
    

    
      Of course, it was a call.
    

    
      The difficulty was not high, and it was a matter of sneaking an item called the 'Rune of Exorcism' from the Research Wing.
    

    
      So I immediately headed to the Research Wing.
    

    
      The problem was──,
    

    
      The axe.
    

    
      Whoosh!
    

    
      Kkaang!
    

    
      After successfully stealing the Rune of Exorcism and leisurely coming out, I heard the sound of the wind being torn from the side and swung Raven.
    

    
      At the same time, an incredible repulsive force and pain were felt in my wrist.
    

    
      It felt as if I had struck a rock.
    

    
      I looked at the object that had fallen on the floor, wondering what it was.
    

    
      It was an axe.
    

    
      At the same time, a man suddenly comes to mind.
    

    
      And the sound coming from the front was adding certainty to the ominous speculation.
    

    
      Clank, clank.
    

    
      ……The Empire's worst thief and the Empire's best bounty hunter met at the Academy.
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      Clank…… Clank…….
    

    
      I thought.
    

    
      I had felt it since the first time we met, but there must be a strange magic in the clanking of that armor.
    

    
      Like the growl of a predator that instills fear in its prey.
    

    
      That sound pressed on a person's psyche, making my mind go blank and my muscles stiffen.
    

    
      The unexpected appearance of Evan.
    

    
      Watching him walk over like the grim reaper, I swallowed dryly.
    

    
      A bead of sweat from my hair trickled down, soaking my leather suit, and the inside of the glove gripping Raven was damp with cold sweat.
    

    
      However, the trait [Coolheadedness] shone once again in this situation.
    

    
      Cold reason awakened my paralyzed brain, causing it to spin furiously, and my hot heart beat fiercely, tensing my stiffened muscles.
    

    
      1 second.
    

    
      The time it took to grasp the surrounding environment, my body's condition, and the possible scenarios, and to derive the optimal conclusion.
    

    
      At the same time, it was also the time it took for Evan, who was far away, to reach me.
    

    
      Whooong!
    

    
      What cast a shadow before my eyes, even before the rough tearing sound of the wind, was the shadow created by the monstrously sized greatsword.
    

    
      Evan was a warrior who could handle all weapons freely, but among them, the one he handled best, like his own body, was the greatsword.
    

    
      He handled a greatsword that a normal swordsman would use with two hands, with just one hand.
    

    
      The reach and spatial control that came from the long blade instantly compressed the physical distance between Evan and me.
    

    
      I didn't just stand there either.
    

    
      Even before the plan was formed, my hands were already moving.
    

    
      Two daggers were secretly released.
    

    
      One went behind Evan and the other went for Evan's chest.
    

    
      Ting!
    

    
      However, the dagger that flew at Evan's chest was deflected futilely by his armor, and the one that flew behind him went and got stuck in a tree about 20 meters away.
    

    
      I immediately used [Dagger Shift].
    

    
      It was to the side where the dagger was stuck in the tree.
    

    
      Immediately after, Evan's greatsword split the space I had been in, and I was able to dodge by a paper's width.
    

    
      No.
    

    
      I thought so.
    

    
      Swaeaek!
    

    
      When I turned my head, a throwing axe had somehow flown exactly to where I was.
    

    
      By the time I had deflected it, Evan's greatsword was right in front of my nose again.
    

    
      ‘His reflexes and speed are truly unbelievable.’
    

    
      I clicked my tongue inwardly.
    

    
      To track the presence of [Dagger Shift] with only his senses and feeling.
    

    
      It could be called a physical ability close to precognition.
    

    
      As expected, the skill he had shown at the Pleasure Den was not his true skill.
    

    
      Was this the true power of the person named Evan?
    

    
      A strength forged not by mana and aura, but by overcoming numerous deaths.
    

    
      Whooook!
    

    
      Such a person's greatsword was swung to split my own crown.
    

    
      I, who had clenched my teeth tightly, swung Raven and quickly drew a formula.
    

    
      The mana in the air moved according to my will and the formula drawn by Raven, realizing a single vision in reality.
    

    
      [Water Prison].
    

    
      A 3rd Circle water-attribute magic that creates a large water bubble and traps the target inside to subdue them.
    

    
      In an instant, the moisture gathered from the surroundings converged on Evan, sealing him and everything related to him.
    

    
      However, it only bought a little time.
    

    
      Immediately, with a 'peong-' sound, the water prison burst futilely, showering water in all directions.
    

    
      Chwaaaak──
    

    
      But for me, buying that little time was enough.
    

    
      I distanced myself and at the same time, cast another magic.
    

    
      Among the numerous visions I currently possess, the magic with the strongest destructive power after the 4th Circle fire-attribute magic [Spatial Explosion].
    

    
      [Thunderbolt].
    

    
      Kwaang!
    

    
      A bright yellow flash that split the dry sky and fell, accurately pierced Evan's head and was embedded in the ground.
    

    
      The armor, which had high conductivity and was even doused in water, was not an excellent defense.
    

    
      On the contrary, it directly transmitted the power of the lightning to Evan, and Evan, who was hit by the [Thunderbolt], was motionless for a brief moment.
    

    
      But I instinctively felt that this was not enough to defeat Evan, let alone stop him.
    

    
      As Yuria had said, his body, which had turned into mercury, was in many ways illogical, so it would be a few seconds at most.
    

    
      So I immediately used [Dagger Shift] again.
    

    
      The location I moved to was where the dagger that had first hit Evan's chest and fallen was.
    

    
      I immediately retrieved the dagger, and immediately after, I was about to use [Dark Sprint] to quickly leave the place.
    

    
      Kwakwakwakwa──!
    

    
      At that moment, a tremendous wind pressure hit my back, sending my body flying into the air.
    

    
      Peok!
    

    
      I, who had flown like a kite with a cut string, was slammed into a rock behind me.
    

    
      I let out a groan at the dizzying pain, but I quickly shook my head to shake off the pain and immediately got up.
    

    
      When I looked ahead, Evan was fighting someone.
    

    
      'Who is it?' I focused my eyes to see.
    

    
      Ah.
    

    
      It was Clatter.
    

    
      Clatter, who had sensed his master's crisis and had opened the subspace himself and jumped out, was blocking Evan.
    

    
      Chaeng! Chaeeng!
    

    
      But he was being slightly pushed back.
    

    
      No matter how much Clatter was a legendary undead who had absorbed Zad and awakened from the Necrobead, it was too much for him to face Evan in an open area and in a one-on-one interpersonal combat at that.
    

    
      I was conflicted, but my deliberation was not long.
    

    
      Alright.
    

    
      I admit it.
    

    
      Evan is a monster.
    

    
      A monster on the same level as Pirion Lil and Baron Tesda, who have top-tier skills even in the Central Knights, and the madman of the Special Magic Corps, Allen Desico.
    

    
      To have planned a half-assed escape against such a person, the premise was wrong from the beginning.
    

    
      So I drew my sword.
    

    
      Chwaang──
    

    
      Raven, hidden inside the staff, let out a cool moonlight and revealed its true form.
    

    
      Holding the staff and sword in both hands, I entered the fray.
    

    
      Pababa-bak!
    

    
      The situation was immediately reversed.
    

    
      Evan began to be pushed back relentlessly by our combined attack.
    

    
      Clatter and I faced Evan through a combined attack of hitting and running while using the subspace, and no matter how much Evan had been through, this was the first time he had experienced such a fighting style.
    

    
      And rightly so, it was a method of opening the subspace in a dangerous moment to escape inside, and then opening the subspace in a different place and jumping out to launch a surprise attack.
    

    
      Where, and who else could use this?
    

    
      The law of God that a living being cannot enter the subspace.
    

    
      It was an attack method that only Clatter, an undead who could ignore that law and could open and close the subspace with his own will, could do.
    

    
      This new concept of a combined attack was an attack method that I had come up with right after Clatter had awakened from the Necrobead, and this was the first time it was being used in a real battle.
    

    
      So even the stoic Evan was startled at first.
    

    
      Because he had mistaken the bandage-wrapped Clatter for a human until now.
    

    
      Boong!
    

    
      In that situation, the greatsword once again cut through the empty air futilely, and Clatter had disappeared.
    

    
      He had already opened the subspace and escaped.
    

    
      Afterward, a dark space opened its mouth wide behind Evan and Evan, as if he had been waiting, turned his body and threw the horizontally held greatsword into it.
    

    
      He had anticipated that Clatter would pop out like before and had taken the counterattack first.
    

    
      Swaeaek!
    

    
      The greatsword that had cut through the air was sucked into the darkness of the subspace and swallowed.
    

    
      I couldn't confirm what had happened after that.
    

    
      Because Evan had to immediately take out his longsword and face me, who was just swinging Raven.
    

    
      What had happened to the inhuman-like bastard in the subspace?
    

    
      Did he get hit by the greatsword I had thrown?
    

    
      If he had been hit, would it have been the end?
    

    
      I found out the result not long after.
    

    
      Shwiak!
    

    
      The greatsword that had popped out of the subspace flew, aiming for Evan's head.
    

    
      It was the greatsword Evan had thrown in.
    

    
      Evan dodged it with amazing reflexes, but the greatsword was just the beginning.
    

    
      Starting with easily obtainable daggers like the rondel dagger, numerous types of weapons, including longswords and arming swords, were fired at Evan like a waterfall.
    

    
      Among them was the Chinese cleaver that Egor the Butcher had used, and there was even a kitchen knife.
    

    
      Chaechaechaeng!
    

    
      Evan parried them with the longsword he was holding, but he was pushed back crazily by the overwhelming amount.
    

    
      My magic covered him from behind.
    

    
      The magic with the most powerful destructive power among the magic stored in the Vault.
    

    
      [Spatial Explosion]
    

    
      The eye of the crow on the head of the staff stared at Evan's chest, and it was the moment I thought a red stigma was marked on that spot.
    

    
      A source of light flashed, and a huge explosion occurred, centered on the red stigma.
    

    
      Kwaaaaang!
    

    
      Like the explosion of a supernova in space, it released flame energy in all directions, and debris such as rocks, gravel, and dust scattered in all directions.
    

    
      What was left in the place afterward was a deeply carved crater, gray smoke, and embers that were still not extinguished, crackling.
    

    
      And in the center of it all was Evan, with his arms crossed and kneeling on one knee.
    

    
      Tadak! Tadak!
    

    
      Evan quietly got up from his seat.
    

    
      Despite being hit directly by a barrage of numerous weapon throws and a 4th Circle magic, he looked completely unharmed.
    

    
      At most, there was just some soot and scratches on his armor.
    

    
      Even those would disappear if he regenerated the armor again.
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      Evan looked around with a calm expression.
    

    
      The thief and the undead were already gone and nowhere to be seen.
    

    
      Did they run away in the short gap when the magic exploded?
    

    
      If it was that thief, it was quite possible, but my devilish senses, honed in countless battles, said otherwise.
    

    
      'He's nearby.'
    

    
      And that sense was correct.
    

    
      In fact, I was not far away, watching Evan while using stealth.
    

    
      At first, I had tried to escape with [Dark Sprint], but by then it was already too late.
    

    
      Because the surroundings were already surrounded.
    

    
      By the professors on duty and the Academy guards.
    

    
      “Professor Evan!”
    

    
      Among them, a professor who had arrived at the scene first approached Evan.
    

    
      “I caught him.”
    

    
      Evan, who had taken off his armor, shook his head.
    

    
      The professor patted his shoulder.
    

    
      “It’s alright. I set up a perimeter in advance. He hasn't escaped yet. So just tell me which way he ran.”
    

    
      Evan looked at him silently.
    

    
      “Hmm? Why are you staring blankly? I asked which way he ran.”
    

    
      At the professor's urging, Evan quietly lifted his finger.
    

    
      Coincidentally, that direction was the exact opposite of the direction where I was hiding with stealth.
    

    
      “South? Okay.”
    

    
      The professor hurriedly ran in the direction Evan had pointed.
    

    
      Of course, there was no 'good job' or 'thank you'.
    

    
      The other professors and guards also passed by Evan and followed the professor, and Evan, who was left alone, stared at them for a moment and then turned around.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      As soon as I returned to my dorm, I collapsed onto my bed.
    

    
      Certainly, excluding the existence of Evan from the unexpected variables was a big mistake.
    

    
      If they went on one more bounty hunt, his mother's treatment fee would be collected, so it was natural for him, as a son, to want to earn the money quickly.
    

    
      In this situation, who would be the target that could be dealt with the fastest?
    

    
      ‘Of course, me.’
    

    
      The thief of the Academy, Skull Mask.
    

    
      Although he was a Slaughter grade, this villain whose main activity area was the Academy was, from the perspective of the bounty hunter Evan, a tempting prey that would come to be caught on its own if he just waited.
    

    
      ‘Even I would have targeted myself.’
    

    
      I should have recognized him as a danger factor first and been careful.
    

    
      “Still, I managed to finish the job without any major issues……”
    

    
      Thinking about it again, it was a dizzying situation.
    

    
      Especially when I hid using stealth.
    

    
      If I had been caught there, I would have surely fought a life-and-death battle with Evan, and the result would have been…….
    

    
      Honestly, I didn't want to imagine it.
    

    
      “……Certainly. We've grown quite fond of each other while being together.”
    

    
      What was somewhat unsettling was Evan's suspicious attitude when dealing with the professor.
    

    
      While doing this, I was also pretty confident in my own intuition, but I felt a strange impression that Evan was hiding me there.
    

    
      And that feeling continued until he left.
    

    
      ‘……Don’t tell me. Did he figure out my identity.’
    

    
      If not, there was no way to explain the feeling I had at that time.
    

    
      ‘It must be a misunderstanding, right?’
    

    
      Whether it was a coincidence or a misunderstanding, my identity was a serious matter involving my personal life and the fate of Shadow, so I needed to find out.
    

    
      “Fortunately, Professor Evan's lecture is tomorrow, so I'll have to observe his reaction then.”
    

    
      But I couldn't achieve my goal.
    

    
      Because the next day, Evan did not show up for his own lecture.
    

    
      “Professor Evan couldn’t come to work today due to circumstances. So I will be conducting the class instead today……”
    

    
      And the next day.
    

    
      And the day after that as well.
    

    
      Evan did not come to the Academy until then, and I could not meet him anywhere.
    

    
      Evan came to the Academy when four days had passed since that incident.
    

    
      That day too, I finished my morning lecture and headed to the backyard of Eden Hall where the lunch special lecture was held.
    

    
      Hoping that he might be there.
    

    
      And.
    

    
      “Gerard.”
    

    
      I was able to meet Evan.
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      For a moment, my head was overloaded.
    

    
      Originally, the first thing to do was to ask various questions about whether he had found out my identity and to probe his reaction.
    

    
      But my mouth, completely different from this intention, was asking about his well-being, which I had been genuinely curious about.
    

    
      “Where have you been all this time? You didn’t even come to the Academy.”
    

    
      “I had some circumstances.”
    

    
      “Circumstances?”
    

    
      “Yes. It was an urgent matter, and I have something to tell you about it.”
    

    
      At that moment, cold reason chilled my brain and tensed my muscles.
    

    
      Something he had to tell me.
    

    
      What could that possibly be?
    

    
      I stared at Evan with sharp eyes, and soon his lips parted.
    

    
      “That is……”
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      “……I succeeded.”
    

    
      I frowned.
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      Succeeded?
    

    
      What?
    

    
      From my perspective, with my guard raised to the max in relation to my identity, the word 'succeeded' was just endlessly out of the blue.
    

    
      But with Evan's next words, I was able to understand the whole situation.
    

    
      “The treatment succeeded.”
    

    
      Like a spring flower bud that blooms after enduring the harsh cold.
    

    
      The smile that bloomed on Evan's lips soon spread its leaves wide and contained my name.
    

    
      “My mother woke up last night. It’s thanks to you, Gerard.”
    

    
      So it was a misunderstanding.
    

    
      The reason Evan hadn't come to the Academy was purely to watch over his mother's treatment and observe her progress afterward.
    

    
      “Congratulations, Professor!”
    

    
      “Haha!”
    

    
      As if I had never suspected him, I ran up and shook Evan's hand.
    

    
      Evan, too, no longer hid his emotions and rejoiced.
    

    
      I just realized it now, but his face, with the shadow of worry lifted, was quite handsome.
    

    
      I asked.
    

    
      “So you’ve collected all the money for the treatment?”
    

    
      “No. I haven't.”
    

    
      “Huh? But how……”
    

    
      “The doctor was considerate of our situation. He is a grateful person. To my mother and me, he is nothing short of a savior.”
    

    
      It was true.
    

    
      No matter how much this was a world where mana existed and supernatural powers like magic and holy magic were rampant, the development of medicine did not reach that of modern medicine.
    

    
      It was precisely because of the existence of holy magic.
    

    
      Holy magic, which cures diseases with the blessing of God and medicine, which discovers and treats the cause of diseases with a scientific approach, are complete opposites.
    

    
      In this world, God actually exists and the religion that serves that God is deeply involved in the human world, so there is no place for science, which is created by nature and cultivated by humans.
    

    
      At least, with the introduction of the new civilization of magitech, science was gaining attention, but the development of one of its branches, medicine, was a matter for the distant future.
    

    
      Anyway, the important thing was not this world-building setting.
    

    
      So, incurable diseases like this ‘Idemacus’ were caused by viruses and could not be cured by holy magic.
    

    
      Surgical procedures and vaccine treatments had to be used in parallel and if it was true that he had cured this, that doctor was surely a person with genius-level talent in medicine and healing arts.
    

    
      “What is that doctor's name, if I may ask?”
    

    
      “Ralph Hamel. I call him Dr. Hamel.”
    

    
      It was a name I had never heard anywhere in the original work.
    

    
      I didn't think his talent was fake.
    

    
      He had already proven it by curing Idemacus.
    

    
      In that case, it was one of two things.
    

    
      In the original work, he was just an ordinary person, but here, his talent was awakened due to the butterfly effect I caused.
    

    
      Or, he met with some kind of accident before gaining fame.
    

    
      ‘Ah. One more thing.’
    

    
      His name was fake.
    

    
      But I thought the probability of a doctor using a fake name, unlike a thief like me, was nonexistent.
    

    
      So.
    

    
      The desire for talent surged again.
    

    
      In any case, Shadow was currently suffering from a shortage of talent and to become independent from the Beltus Cult in the near future, it was necessary to recruit outstanding talent as soon as possible.
    

    
      Especially experts with outstanding abilities in one field.
    

    
      Combat for combat, production for production, information gathering for information gathering.
    

    
      And medicine for medicine.
    

    
      And so, inwardly, I was solidifying my resolve to recruit the unknown Dr. Hamel into Shadow, following Evan.
    

    
      Just then, Evan opened his mouth.
    

    
      “Of course, it’s too early to celebrate. He said it’s not a complete cure yet. We’ve just passed the critical point and he said we need to go through one more procedure for a complete cure.”
    

    
      “I see. But that’s still something, isn't it?”
    

    
      “Hmm. That's right.”
    

    
      Evan grinned.
    

    
      “So I have a favor to ask of you.”
    

    
      “A favor?”
    

    
      “Yes. I don’t know if you remember. On the day it rained, I once said that I really wanted to treat you to my mother’s cooking.”
    

    
      I shook my head.
    

    
      There was no way I wouldn't remember.
    

    
      “Actually, I’ve told my mother about you. That there’s a grateful fellow who has been helping me recently. When I told her that, she said to be sure to bring you home today.”
    

    
      Then Evan looked at me.
    

    
      “Are you free in the evening?”
    

    
      Hmm.
    

    
      If it's a request like this, shouldn't I make time even if I don't have it?
    

    
      “Of course.”
    

    
      I gladly accepted his request.
    

    
      At the same time, I completely let go of my suspicion of Evan.
    

    
      I was certain.
    

    
      Evan did not suspect my identity.
    

    
      Because there was no way he would do the crazy thing of inviting a thief to the place where his loved one resides.
    

    
      It seems it was all my excessive worry and misunderstanding.
    

    
      And so, time passed, and it was evening.
    

    
      “Gerard. Over here.”
    

    
      I left the Academy with Evan and headed to his house.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Above the Sewer District, there was a large industrial complex where factories for textiles, sewing, glass, and metal molding were gathered.
    

    
      Many workers went to work at the industrial complex to make a living, and next to the complex, a residential area for them was naturally formed.
    

    
      The name of that place was Industrial Complex District 47.
    

    
      The number was the number of factories in the complex.
    

    
      This District 47 had a structure where tightly packed houses soared up a hill toward the sky.
    

    
      Like a moon village.
    

    
      Disorderly and shabby.
    

    
      The faces of the workers who had just left work were worn out with the fatigue and hardship of life and the atmosphere of the district they formed was a gloomy gray.
    

    
      At least the bottom of the hill was in a better state.
    

    
      The houses built below were made of cement and brick, so they provided protection from the cold and had the minimum form to guarantee personal rest.
    

    
      But as you went up, the appearance of the houses gradually became shabbier, as if they were too lazy to carry the bricks up and past the middle, the majority were shacks with only thin wooden planks around them.
    

    
      Evan's house was one of those shacks.
    

    
      “Come in. This is the house where my mother and I live.”
    

    
      Evan said to me, opening a door that looked like it would break if he kicked it.
    

    
      “As you can see, it’s small and not well-organized, but just bear with it.”
    

    
      “Hey. It’s clean, though.”
    

    
      It wasn't a lie.
    

    
      The interior was not very large, but it seemed he cleaned often, as not a single speck of dust could be found, and there wasn't much furniture, so once I came in, it was quite spacious compared to how it looked from the outside.
    

    
      Also, the joints of the planks were meticulously finished, so a warm air lingered inside.
    

    
      “You’re here?”
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      With a low voice, the door of the only room in the house opened, and a woman with a haggard impression walked out.
    

    
      Anyone could see that she was Evan's mother.
    

    
      I bowed my head.
    

    
      “Hello, ma’am? My name is Gerard.”
    

    
      “Nice to meet you. I’m Yael. I’ve heard a lot about you.”
    

    
      Yael greeted me with a benevolent smile.
    

    
      “I heard you’re my son’s favorite student.”
    

    
      “Ahem. When did I say that.”
    

    
      “Oh my. Are you embarrassed?”
    

    
      The son who coughed awkwardly and the mother who teased him for it.
    

    
      As I smiled at the two of them, a mother and son in a harmonious present, having overcome a painful past, I suddenly hardened my expression.
    

    
      The interior of the room, briefly visible behind Yael.
    

    
      The floor of the room, reflected in the closet mirror, was chaotically drawn with red pictures.
    

    
      ‘What’s that?’
    

    
      The door was immediately closed by Yael.
    

    
      So I couldn't see more in detail.
    

    
      Was it simply messy because of the sick Yael?
    

    
      Or was her mental state not yet sound?
    

    
      If I had seen the pictures in detail, I could have guessed the meaning in their forms.
    

    
      ‘I can't just ask to check the room.’
    

    
      It could be like picking at a sick person's wound.
    

    
      I was not that lacking in tact or social skills and since a mere picture was unlikely to cause me direct harm, I decided to just let it go.
    

    
      “Is something wrong? You don't look well.”
    

    
      “No, it's nothing.”
    

    
      “If there's anything uncomfortable, don't hesitate to tell me right away.”
    

    
      “I will.”
    

    
      The three of us headed to the kitchen.
    

    
      Though it was called a kitchen, it was just a space for cooking, dishes, and a dining table barely big enough for three people to sit.
    

    
      It was when I sat at the dining table.
    

    
      “You can look forward to it.”
    

    
      Evan said, putting on an apron.
    

    
      “What are you talking about, putting pressure on me. It’s been a long time, so I’ve forgotten everything.”
    

    
      Yael retorted, lifting the meat that was being drained of blood in a bucket.
    

    
      “The menu is lamb stew. It’s my mother’s most confident dish.”
    

    
      “Honey. I said you’re putting pressure on me.”
    

    
      “Wait. You will be tasting the best dish in the empire, no, the continent.”
    

    
      “Evaan?”
    

    
      “It will be a dinner to remember for a lifetime.”
    

    
      “……Hmm.”
    

    
      It seemed that his mother's words were not reaching Evan's ears.
    

    
      Yael also seemed to have given up, as she shook her head and just smiled faintly, then said to me.
    

    
      “Just sit and wait a little. Oh, and ignore what Evan said?”
    

    
      I laughed.
    

    
      The two of them, a mother and son, went into the kitchen and started cooking.
    

    
      “By the way, didn’t you say Dr. Hamel was coming too, mother?”
    

    
      “He’ll be here soon.”
    

    
      Amidst the sound of their conversation, I sat quietly and looked around.
    

    
      I tried to forget, but the scene in the room kept coming to mind.
    

    
      It felt somewhat unsettling.
    

    
      Just in case, I scanned the surroundings with [Detection], but there was nothing that caught my attention.
    

    
      ‘Should I go in and check.’
    

    
      It was just a thought.
    

    
      Even if I hid my presence and went in secretly, it was so close to the kitchen that Evan would surely notice immediately.
    

    
      “Evan! I told you to just slice the mushrooms and put them in later!”
    

    
      “Umm.”
    

    
      “Aah. This burden. Why don't you just sit and wait with the student?”
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      I chuckled at the bickering two.
    

    
      Right, what could possibly happen?
    

    
      Being cautious is good, but too much of it is a disease.
    

    
      I was just being sensitive because it was something I hadn't experienced in the original work.
    

    
      One thing was certain.
    

    
      Evan was a trustworthy person.
    

    
      That was enough, and so I suppressed the anxiety and unease that kept stimulating my instincts and decided to be faithful to my current emotions and feelings.
    

    
      “You’ve waited a long time.”
    

    
      Not long after, food was laid out on the table.
    

    
      There wasn't much, but it was full of sincerity, and the steaming hot food stimulated my salivary glands just by looking at it.
    

    
      Evan served the lamb stew into my bowl with a nonchalant hand.
    

    
      “Try it.”
    

    
      I took a spoonful of the stew.
    

    
      Then my eyes widened, and I gave a thumbs-up.
    

    
      “It's delicious.”
    

    
      “……That’s a relief.”
    

    
      Evan, who answered with a short reply, also began to move his spoon.
    

    
      In a way, it could be seen as a cold reaction.
    

    
      But I did not miss the corners of Evan's mouth rising.
    

    
      “I’ll eat well.”
    

    
      “Eat a lot.”
    

    
      The atmosphere of the meal was good.
    

    
      Just like any other family, we chatted and occasionally burst into laughter.
    

    
      The conversation consisted of Yael asking questions and me answering, and the topic was Evan.
    

    
      “Is that really true?”
    

    
      “Of course. You have no idea how well the professor teaches the kids.”
    

    
      “Hmm. I don't really believe it.”
    

    
      When Yael looked at Evan with narrowed eyes, Evan stealthily averted her gaze.
    

    
      Yael burst out laughing.
    

    
      Before long, the prepared dishes were starting to disappear one by one.
    

    
      “Anyway, I know that you helped my son, a student. So, I’ve prepared a special gift for you.”
    

    
      “Eh? A gift?”
    

    
      “Yes. Ta-da!”
    

    
      What she brought out was none other than alcohol.
    

    
      At that moment, for the first time in the whole day, a crack appeared on Evan's face, which had not lost its smile.
    

    
      “Have a glass. Quickly.”
    

    
      Pop, Yael uncorked the bottle and held it out.
    

    
      I held out my glass in a daze, and soon my water glass was filled with a clear liquid.
    

    
      “It's a token of my gratitude for helping my son. I made it with things that are good for your body, so drink it all up.”
    

    
      It was a token of gratitude, so I couldn't refuse.
    

    
      No.
    

    
      In the first place, Yael didn't even give me time to hesitate, and swept away by the atmosphere, I drank the alcohol as it was.
    

    
      The alcohol went down smoothly.
    

    
      I smacked my lips and asked.
    

    
      “It has a bit of a kick, but it's good. What kind of alcohol is this?”
    

    
      “Ah. That is.”
    

    
      Yael thought for a moment and then grinned.
    

    
      “……It's a secret.”
    

    
      Creepy──!
    

    
      ‘What was that?’
    

    
      It disappeared quickly, but I thought that her smile just now was somehow strangely different from before.
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      For a moment, I just stared blankly at Yael's face.
    

    
      Then I turned my gaze to Evan.
    

    
      Evan just sat there silently.
    

    
      He looked as if he was lost in deep thought and his expression was quite serious.
    

    
      “Would you like some more?”
    

    
      Yael asked me, shaking the liquor bottle.
    

    
      Having felt a strange sense of unease just before, I smiled and declined.
    

    
      “I’ll just accept the thought. By the way, when is the doctor coming? I heard earlier that……”
    

    
      “Huhu. He’ll be here soon.”
    

    
      Cutting me off like that, Yael poured more liquor into the glass and this time, even I couldn't manage my expression.
    

    
      ‘This is strange. It’s as if she’s forcing me to drink…….’
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      “I’ll have some too.”
    

    
      Evan, who had been sitting quietly, suddenly held out his glass.
    

    
      “Hmm? What did you say?”
    

    
      “I said give me some too, Mother.”
    

    
      Yael smiled awkwardly.
    

    
      “Hey. Son. This is just for our grateful guest, the student. You can have some next time…… Ah! Wh-what are you doing, Evaan!”
    

    
      Yael shouted urgently.
    

    
      Because Evan had snatched the liquor bottle from Yael's hand without warning and started chugging it straight from the bottle.
    

    
      Gulp! Gulp!
    

    
      I think I heard him swallow about three times.
    

    
      Evan's eyes suddenly widened and he took his mouth off the bottle and threw it.
    

    
      Crash!
    

    
      The atmosphere froze like a cold glacier at Evan's sudden strange behavior.
    

    
      Naturally, the place was covered in a heavy silence and I, who was dumbfounded by the sudden change in atmosphere, quickly grasped the situation.
    

    
      Evan was looking down.
    

    
      His face was reflected in the liquor that had dripped from the table and pooled on the floor.
    

    
      His face was miserably contorted and his two eyes were bloodshot.
    

    
      He opened his mouth.
    

    
      “Why are you lying?”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “Answer me, Mother. Didn't you hate alcohol even before you got sick? You said it was the source that killed Father. But, not only did you make it, but you're giving it to a grateful person as a token of your gratitude?”
    

    
      Evan's voice was low but clear.
    

    
      So everyone could hear it distinctly.
    

    
      Yael did not answer.
    

    
      She just stared at Evan.
    

    
      An uncomfortable silence fell again and I, who was watching all of this, was finally convinced that the situation was taking a strange turn.
    

    
      The issue was clear.
    

    
      ‘So Yael did intentionally make me drink.’
    

    
      I quickly checked my body's condition and confirmed that I couldn't feel my mana.
    

    
      A typical symptom of poisoning.
    

    
      Anger welled up, but at the same time, a question mark appeared in my head.
    

    
      ‘Why on earth?’
    

    
      Yael and I had just met today and there was no reason for her to do this to me.
    

    
      From the atmosphere, it seemed that Evan also didn't know the reason.
    

    
      “Why are you doing this?”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “I told you. He’s a fellow I care for, like a brother. But why, why on earth have you done this.”
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      Yael, who had been quiet, opened her mouth.
    

    
      “That’s why I did it.”
    

    
      “……?”
    

    
      “Because he’s someone you care for. That’s why I did it, son.”
    

    
      Evan looked at his mother with uncomprehending eyes.
    

    
      Because he's someone I care for?
    

    
      What does that mean?
    

    
      At the same time, the corners of Yael's mouth stretched wide to the sides.
    

    
      A grotesque smile, far from what a human could make.
    

    
      The mother's benevolence I had first seen was nowhere to be found on her face, and a gleaming desire had taken its place.
    

    
      “Dr. Hamel told me. The true function of the healing ritual is not healing, but equivalent exchange. So, to save a loved one, you have to offer the life of another loved one as the price. Didn't the doctor tell you that yesterday?”
    

    
      The answer came from behind.
    

    
      “Haha. That’s what happened, ma'am. I was a bit busy yesterday. So I couldn't tell your son.”
    

    
      Creak- the door opened, and a man in a black suit came into the kitchen.
    

    
      Yael's face brightened.
    

    
      “Oh my. You’re here now?”
    

    
      “I’m sorry for being late.”
    

    
      It was the sudden appearance of a strange man, but no one here was surprised or curious about his identity.
    

    
      From the circumstances, it seemed clear that he was the doctor, Ralph Hamel.
    

    
      Only one person.
    

    
      Only I, who had confirmed his face, frowned deeply.
    

    
      Because I knew his true identity.
    

    
      His name was not Ralph Hamel.
    

    
      And he was certainly not a doctor.
    

    
      ‘The opportunist, Lunark.’
    

    
      A High Cleric of the Death Council.
    

    
      That was the true identity of the man called Dr. Hamel.
    

    
      Only then did all the puzzle pieces fit together.
    

    
      Why Yael, who had only been lying in bed until now, had made me, whom she had just met, drink the poisoned liquor.
    

    
      ‘Damn it. It was a trap.’
    

    
      It was all a scheme by the Beltus Cult to eliminate me.
    

    
      I don't know when they prepared it, but I had to admit their cunning and meticulousness.
    

    
      ‘In that case…… is the mastermind Bishop Cristiano?’
    

    
      The only person who could devise a scheme of this level was Bishop Cristiano.
    

    
      Damn it.
    

    
      Cursing inwardly, I quickly racked my brain.
    

    
      Right now, without being able to use my mana, the only thing I could rely on was my pure physical ability, which was manifested by my stats.
    

    
      But the situation was getting worse, and suddenly my vision swayed, and my sense of direction began to be reversed.
    

    
      “Hello, Gerard. I’ve heard much about your fame.”
    

    
      In the meantime, Dr. Hamel.
    

    
      No, High Cleric Lunark greeted me.
    

    
      “But seeing you in person like this, it seems your fame has been a bit exaggerated. Such a pathetic sight, poisoned. I was looking forward to a thrilling encounter with you for a moment, and I'm starting to feel a little disappointed in myself. Heh heh.”
    

    
      Lunark sneered at me, circling around.
    

    
      But unlike his words, he did not let his guard down until the end.
    

    
      “Hmm. But your gaze is still alive. Like a wounded beast. This is making my knees weak.”
    

    
      “Hoho. Don't worry, Dr. Hamel. My son is here, isn't he? Evan will take care of it.”
    

    
      “Hoo. That's good news to hear.”
    

    
      Lunark stood behind Evan as if he had been waiting.
    

    
      “I hear that Evan is a great bounty hunter.”
    

    
      “He did that out of necessity for his sick mother, his main job is a professor at the Academy, you know?”
    

    
      Yael handed Evan the kitchen knife she had brought from the kitchen.
    

    
      “Mother.”
    

    
      “Son. Just a little more effort. Huh? You can do it, right?”
    

    
      “Gerard is a fellow who greatly helped in your treatment, Mother.”
    

    
      “Isn't that even better? Since he helped once, we’re giving him the chance to help until the end. We are like this.”
    

    
      Yael placed the kitchen knife directly in Evan's hand.
    

    
      Then she grinned, and was it a delusion?
    

    
      For a moment, her face turned black and she looked like a demon.
    

    
      “Don’t tell me you think that child you’ve barely seen is more precious than your own mother, son~?”
    

    
      “……That’s not it.”
    

    
      “Really? Then what are you doing? Stab him right now.”
    

    
      The complexion of Yael, who had been smiling like a demon, changed in an instant.
    

    
      She pushed Evan's back and in the end, Evan came to face me.
    

    
      Just in time, I was also looking at Evan.
    

    
      Smiling.
    

    
      A relaxed face, no different from usual, and unwavering, sparkling eyes.
    

    
      It was as if he was saying, 'I respect whatever choice you make', and Evan finally broke down.
    

    
      “Keuk.”
    

    
      The kitchen knife in his hand trembled.
    

    
      If he had his way, he wanted to stab his own chest and make a hole in it, not Gerard's.
    

    
      That's how frustrated he felt.
    

    
      But Evan was not even given that freedom.
    

    
      “Aak!”
    

    
      It happened in an instant.
    

    
      A scream erupted from behind and when I looked there, Lunark was already behind Yael, holding a scalpel to her throat.
    

    
      “D-Doctor!?”
    

    
      “It seems your son is having a lot of trouble deciding. This will make it easier.”
    

    
      Lunark, who smiled grotesquely, continued.
    

    
      “Hey. If this artery is cut, not even a god can save her, you know? You barely managed to restore your mother's energy with yesterday's ritual, and you can completely cure her if you just perform the final ritual today. Are you going to throw away that chance with a momentary wrong choice? Huh?”
    

    
      “……!”
    

    
      “Evan! A-are you going to kill your mother!? Stab that bastard quickly! Make me a sacrifice for this mother right nowww!”
    

    
      Yael screamed desperately.
    

    
      At that, Evan hardened his heart.
    

    
      “Forgive me.”
    

    
      Evan's kitchen knife moved.
    

    
      Toward me.
    

    
      So, it ends like this.
    

    
      Huu, a faint sigh was exhaled.
    

    
      Immediately after, I drew the sword from my waist.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Chaeng! Chaeng!
    

    
      A silver flash filled the space, and a sparkling spark lit up the darkness.
    

    
      With a clattering sound, the furniture was smashed and the broken wooden planks were scattered in the air.
    

    
      It was what had been the dining table a moment ago.
    

    
      In the first place, it was a small house that could barely fit the few belongings they had.
    

    
      The house was too small to handle the life-and-death struggle of the two swordsmen and with the raging sword strikes, the walls were broken and the pillars collapsed, so the form of the house had already disappeared not long after the fight began.
    

    
      The site of the two's decisive battle was the very top of the hill.
    

    
      In the closest place, where the moon and stars looked down, the two fiercely swung their swords at each other.
    

    
      Pababa-bak!
    

    
      Evan was indeed strong.
    

    
      Even without wearing his armor, his stance was solid.
    

    
      His weapon was also just a short kitchen knife, but the sharp tip was relentlessly digging into my openings, no less than a longsword.
    

    
      I thought it was a true blessing that Evan had drunk the poisoned liquor like me.
    

    
      If he hadn't, he would have been wearing his armor, and if that were the case, I wouldn't have been able to last even a minute.
    

    
      ‘Where did it all go wrong.’
    

    
      I clenched my teeth.
    

    
      I didn't hate or resent Evan.
    

    
      Because I understood his feelings a hundred times over.
    

    
      I just felt sad that it had to be this way and I hated the cult, Bishop Cristiano and Lunark who had designed this situation.
    

    
      Did they say that if you cross swords, you can feel the opponent's personality and heart?
    

    
      Just as those words said, I felt as if I could feel sadness and anger in his sword path and movements.
    

    
      Then the opposite must also be true.
    

    
      And so, I looked at Evan's eyes for confirmation.
    

    
      In that moment, I completely erased all the thoughts and feelings I had harbored until then from my mind.
    

    
      ‘Focus.’
    

    
      Evan's eyes were saying this.
    

    
      Just like that day.
    

    
      The only things I could see were the two swords dancing in the air.
    

    
      Although unlike that time, one of them was a short kitchen knife, nothing changed.
    

    
      As everything around me turned black, all of Evan's movements became clearer and slower.
    

    
      A state of selflessness.
    

    
      What I felt were the friction of the sword against the sword, the opponent's and my breathing.
    

    
      And the throbbing.
    

    
      ‘Focus on this moment.’
    

    
      The direction and path of the stabbing sword, his breathing and movements, the sound.
    

    
      How could I forget?
    

    
      This was a perfect re-enactment of that day.
    

    
      The life-and-death struggle that couldn't be finished due to Yuria's intrusion.
    

    
      Kiiing!
    

    
      Just then, Evan's waist twisted at high speed, and a kitchen knife flew from his side toward my chest.
    

    
      It was a natural and stealthy combination without any preliminary motion, so by the time I noticed the attack, the kitchen knife was already right in front of my chest.
    

    
      So I threw my body back with all my might.
    

    
      But.
    

    
      A slight pause.
    

    
      For some reason, Evan's kitchen knife was brought to a halt in the middle.
    

    
      I don't know the reason.
    

    
      Did his heart weaken because of affection?
    

    
      Or, guilt or remorse?
    

    
      It was unknown, but in a life-and-death struggle, a moment's hesitation led to an irreversible result.
    

    
      I rotated half a turn on my right foot and stood diagonally.
    

    
      Chwaak, the kitchen knife grazed past my clothes.
    

    
      At the same time, I held the sword in my right hand straight and pushed forward.
    

    
      A strong 'pu-uk' sensation traveled through my hand and pierced my brain.
    

    
      At the same time.
    

    
      “Keok!”
    

    
      A stifled groan also erupted from behind.
    

    
      I flinched and looked back.
    

    
      Lunark was clutching his throat with both hands and choking.
    

    
      The scalpel he had been holding was on the floor, and a kitchen knife was now deeply embedded in his throat.
    

    
      A fountain of blood gushed out with a gurgle.
    

    
      ‘……A kitchen knife?’
    

    
      I hurriedly looked ahead.
    

    
      Evan, who was standing tall, was frozen in the posture of having thrown the kitchen knife.
    

    
      The tip of a longsword was sticking out from his back.
    

    
      The one holding it was my own hand.
    

    
      A slight stagger──
    

    
      Evan's knee bent in half and his center of gravity shifted forward.
    

    
      I hurriedly caught him in an embrace.
    

    
      “Professor.”
    

    
      My eyes, as I held Evan, trembled finely.
    

    
      In the first place, Evan's kitchen knife had not been aimed at me.
    

    
      Evan's target from the beginning was Lunark.
    

    
      “Kyaaaaaaak!”
    

    
      As if she wanted to deny the unwanted result, Yael tore at her hair with both hands and screamed, and it was similar to the cry of a demon.
    

    
      In fact, as soon as Lunark died, she went down the slope at a high speed, and that speed was by no means that of a patient with an incurable disease.
    

    
      No.
    

    
      Her grotesque appearance, crawling with abnormally long arms and legs crossed, was no longer human.
    

    
      At that, a sorrowful smile formed on Evan's lips.
    

    
      “Heh heh. I knew it. My mother hates alcohol. And the lamb stew was not delicious either. The best in the empire. It wasn't my mother's touch, you see.”
    

    
      “……Don’t talk.”
    

    
      “At that time, they must have put some other being into her while pretending to perform the healing ritual. That’s why she was so energetic. Yes. To be honest, I had already felt something was strange. I just denied it. Mother. It must be my mother, I told myself. I just wanted to believe it, forcefully. Whatever it was, she now looked at me, and while doing so, she smiled and called me her son. I was just satisfied with that.”
    

    
      Evan's face contorted miserably.
    

    
      Transparent tears welled up in his eyes and then trickled down his cheeks.
    

    
      “Stop. I get it, so……”
    

    
      Seeing that, I felt my heart race.
    

    
      I instinctively felt it.
    

    
      That Evan was trying to let go of his own life.
    

    
      The only reason Evan lived was for his mother.
    

    
      But the result that came at the end of that effort was his mother's demonization.
    

    
      If he had simply failed to cure the disease, he could have accepted it, even if he was sad.
    

    
      Evan thought that all of this was because of his greed and selfishness.
    

    
      And he was trying to take on all the sins with death.
    

    
      ‘I can't let that happen.’
    

    
      I hurriedly searched for a way.
    

    
      I tried to move my mana, but the mana still refused my will.
    

    
      It was because the toxicity of the alcohol had not yet worn off.
    

    
      Therefore, artifacts or items were still unusable.
    

    
      It would have been good if I had Clatter, but Clatter also needed my mana to open the subspace.
    

    
      “Damn it.”
    

    
      I let out a rough curse and looked around.
    

    
      The top of the hill was in ruins from the battle, and the workers who had lived there had all evacuated from the aftermath of the fight, so there was no one there but us.
    

    
      What caught my eye was the dead body of Lunark.
    

    
      Next to it, a bag that looked like a medical kit was overturned.
    

    
      At the same time, an inference flashed through my mind.
    

    
      If it was Lunark who had prepared the poison for the liquor, wouldn't he also have the antidote?
    

    
      The inference immediately turned into action.
    

    
      I stood up to lay Evan down and go.
    

    
      But.
    

    
      I couldn't take a step.
    

    
      “Wait. I have a favor to ask, Gerard.”
    

    
      “Just a moment, Professor. I’ll quickly……”
    

    
      “……No, should I call this a request rather than a favor. Skull Mask?”
    

    
      I froze on the spot.
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      Chapter 134: Family
    

    
      When I turned to look at him, the words he had once said flashed through my mind.
    

    
      ‘When you cross swords, you can learn about that person.’
    

    
      Right.
    

    
      This is why I had a feeling.
    

    
      Evan wasn't looking at the swordsmanship, but always at the opponent wielding the sword and he was an expert in that ability.
    

    
      ‘He must have figured out my identity when I fought with Clatter during the last job.’
    

    
      In the end, the strange sense of unease I had felt at the time was correct, and it also meant that he had hidden me.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      ‘So what.’
    

    
      Nothing changes, one way or another.
    

    
      Even at this moment, Evan's lifeline was shortening.
    

    
      I ignored it and started walking again.
    

    
      I opened Lunark's bag and looked for the antidote and I heard Evan's mumble.
    

    
      “……You’re not as surprised as I thought. I guess you were expecting it.”
    

    
      I was able to find the antidote.
    

    
      Purified water.
    

    
      Another name for holy water.
    

    
      I don't know why this guy was carrying purified water blessed by the Obje Cult, but the problem wasn't something so trivial.
    

    
      ‘There's only one bottle.’
    

    
      There were two people poisoned, but only one bottle.
    

    
      I uncorked it and took it to Evan without hesitation.
    

    
      I didn't even think of splitting it half and half from the beginning.
    

    
      It was uncertain whether one bottle would even be enough for a full detox and splitting it would be an act of sheer stupidity.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      Thud-
    

    
      Evan's hand grabbed my wrist as I was about to give him the purified water.
    

    
      “Professor.”
    

    
      “……The request?”
    

    
      “No, drink this first.”
    

    
      My voice was filled with frustration.
    

    
      It was only natural.
    

    
      Evan's face was now paler than ever, and with every breath he took from his pierced lung, there was a gurgling sound of blood.
    

    
      Time was running out.
    

    
      If he didn't detoxify quickly and use his abilities to mend his wounds, he could really die.
    

    
      However, Evan shook his head.
    

    
      Whether he knew my burning frustration or not, he just kept spouting endlessly frustrating words.
    

    
      “That is yours.”
    

    
      “No, what are you talking about?”
    

    
      “Send my mother off peacefully. This is the request I want to entrust to you.”
    

    
      “……!”
    

    
      “I’m sorry. For asking such a favor. I know I should do it with my own hands…… but I just can't. Even knowing that she's possessed by a demon. After all, she is my mother. You, who have been detoxified, will be able to catch up to her even after this much time has passed.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “This is my request.”
    

    
      I looked down at him and couldn't say anything for a moment.
    

    
      I closed my eyes and swallowed a deep sigh.
    

    
      And I looked up at the sky.
    

    
      Aimlessly flowing clouds.
    

    
      Behind them, a cool moon looked down on us mercilessly.
    

    
      My heart naturally grew cold.
    

    
      I couldn't understand his feelings one hundred percent.
    

    
      But I could guess the pain.
    

    
      It must be more painful than any wound he had ever received, having crossed the line of death so many times, and it must feel like his mind was collapsing.
    

    
      To the point where he couldn't do it himself and had to ask someone else to kill his mother.
    

    
      This situation is so desperate that he wants to die, and he hates himself.
    

    
      Therefore, he is actually trying to cover up his sins with death.
    

    
      However, in my eyes, it just looked like a cowardly escape.
    

    
      “I don’t know if sending your mother off on your behalf is truly for her sake.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “Well, if you think that this situation is your own fault and that facing death is a punishment you give yourself, then I can't help it. But honestly, I think it's a bit cowardly. After all, it means you're scared. Of the situation and facing your mother.”
    

    
      I drank the purified water.
    

    
      A cold energy spread through my body, driving out the poison.
    

    
      Soon, with a slight tingling, I could feel the mana spread in the air, and my revived senses quickly expanded their range.
    

    
      “Even if her body has been consumed by a demon, her soul would still be lingering in there, waiting for her son to come. How disappointed would she be to find out that her son is dead and someone else has come to see her.”
    

    
      “……!”
    

    
      “If you truly love your mother, say your final goodbyes yourself, as her son. While you're alive.”
    

    
      Clang, the empty bottle in my hand fell to the floor and shattered.
    

    
      A single gold coin was now in my hand.
    

    
      The artifact that had now become the symbol of Shadow, the ‘Eclipse’.
    

    
      “Call of the Blood Moon.”
    

    
      At that moment, a pillar of blood-red light shot down from the sky.
    

    
      Thud thud-
    

    
      Two figures walked out of the pillar and knelt before me.
    

    
      “We greet the Master.”
    

    
      “You called, boss?”
    

    
      Dayle asks with a flushed face, as if the two of them had been drinking.
    

    
      Normally, I would have chuckled, but unfortunately, the atmosphere wasn't right for that now.
    

    
      The two also seemed to have roughly grasped the situation by looking around, and they waited for my instructions with serious faces.
    

    
      “I’ll catch her for you.”
    

    
      I said to Evan.
    

    
      “So you just get ready to meet your mother.”
    

    
      I then gave the order.
    

    
      “Save him. By any means necessary.”
    

    
      “As you command.”
    

    
      Leaving the two of them, who quickly rushed to Evan and began first aid, behind, I went down the hill to grant his request.
    

    
      The demon had not fled far.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Fortunately, the direction the demon had fled was toward the factory district.
    

    
      It was late, so there were no workers left and I was able to pursue the demon with a relatively easy mind.
    

    
      Catching it was simple.
    

    
      The main ability of the Death Council's High Cleric, Lunark, was necromancy.
    

    
      Although he had the ability to summon a demon by borrowing a human body, the class of the summoned demon was bound to be endlessly low.
    

    
      The demon that was possessed was an Imp, known as a lesser demon.
    

    
      I easily subdued the struggling Imp and dragged it to the Lunatic, where I tied it up with chains and imprisoned it in the basement.
    

    
      Just in time, Luis and Dayle also returned to the Lunatic with Evan.
    

    
      Looking at her, tied up in the basement, Dayle grumbled.
    

    
      “No. How am I supposed to sleep tonight then……”
    

    
      “Shut up.”
    

    
      I casually ignored him and looked at Luis.
    

    
      Luis had just laid Evan down in his room and was coming down.
    

    
      “Fortunately, Dayle had a silver ring, so we were able to get through the critical moment.”
    

    
      I let out a cry of admiration inwardly.
    

    
      Ah, that's right.
    

    
      Dayle was originally an artifact thief.
    

    
      Among the artifacts he had was a silver ring, which was an item with the effect of greatly increasing resistance to poison.
    

    
      “By the way, he had a peculiar body. Not long after putting on the silver ring, the blood flowing from his wound began to mend the wound on its own.”
    

    
      “Hoo, really? He looked like he could hold his own, too. Ahem. Well, he's no match for the boss, of course.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “So who is he, exactly?”
    

    
      The two look at me with eyes that need an explanation.
    

    
      I was planning on explaining anyway.
    

    
      I still don't know what will happen, but Evan could become our comrade (that's still my wish).
    

    
      Even if not, Evan was the only outsider who knew my identity.
    

    
      So I had an obligation to explain these facts to these two.
    

    
      I first checked the time.
    

    
      It was already midnight.
    

    
      Realizing that there was quite a bit of time, I went out to the hall, and it seemed the two of them had been having a drink, as there were liquor bottles and snacks on the table.
    

    
      Hmm.
    

    
      Perfect timing.
    

    
      “Sit. I have something to tell you guys anyway.”
    

    
      The two sat on either side of me.
    

    
      And so, from my meeting with Evan to the favorable impression I had of him, and thus my thoughts on recruiting him, and Evan's situation.
    

    
      Finally, to the cult's attack.
    

    
      The long, if you could call it that, story ended.
    

    
      I observed the two's reactions.
    

    
      I had expected questions, or at least opposition, to pour out, but the two's expressions were surprisingly calm.
    

    
      Luis was quietly sipping his liquor, and Dayle had his chin in his hand with a nonchalant expression.
    

    
      Dayle, who had just joined the guild, was one thing, but I had expected at least Luis to pour out a lecture.
    

    
      As if knowing my thoughts, Luis speaks.
    

    
      “In any case, haven't you already made your decision, Master? That must be why you saved him.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “Advice is only advice if the person listening understands it, but if they think of it as nagging. I don't have any particular thoughts anymore either.”
    

    
      “You should be grateful to me, boss. Right now, the person called the mother has taken my room and the guy called the son has taken my artifact. Where do you find an employee who gives up so much for a junior who hasn't even joined yet? Huh?”
    

    
      I let out a small laugh and shook my head.
    

    
      Hearing the two of them talk like that, it made me seem like a completely bad and selfish master.
    

    
      ……Am I?
    

    
      I do seem to have a bit of a willful side.
    

    
      “Anyway, I can't help but admit it.”
    

    
      I felt awkward and needlessly raised my glass.
    

    
      Luis and Dayle too, grinned and raised their glasses.
    

    
      Just as we were about to clink them together.
    

    
      Creak-
    

    
      A sound came from above.
    

    
      Evan, who had woken up at some point, was looking down at us from where the sound came.
    

    
      To be precise, at me.
    

    
      “Are you feeling a bit better, Professor?”
    

    
      “……The request?”
    

    
      Still a question for a question.
    

    
      I stared at him for a moment and then answered.
    

    
      “Follow me.”
    

    
      And so, we moved to the basement again.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Chareureuk! Chareuk!
    

    
      “Y-you came, son!”
    

    
      Yael, tied up in the basement, shot up as soon as she saw Evan.
    

    
      And she begs.
    

    
      “What are you doing just standing there? Hurry. Hurry up and save this mother of yours……!”
    

    
      “Are you just going to watch……? Don't you feel sorry for your mother, tied up like this……? Hmm?”
    

    
      I wonder if this is what they call the devil's whisper.
    

    
      Of course, the scene before me was closer to the pain of having swallowed bitter stomach acid than sweetness, but whether it was hopeful or desperate, the human heart always moves the same way.
    

    
      Even Evan, who had little emotional fluctuation, had his fingertips trembling like crazy.
    

    
      He was wavering.
    

    
      Luis, who noticed this, steps in front of me to prepare for any unforeseen circumstances.
    

    
      But I put my hand on his shoulder and shook my head.
    

    
      “Sooon……?”
    

    
      Around that time, Yael's voice changed.
    

    
      “You…… you don't feel sorry for me, do you? Hmm~? You don't love me……!”
    

    
      She stares at Evan with eyes from which tears of blood are flowing and curses Evan with a voice full of hatred.
    

    
      From pleading to struggling.
    

    
      “Kyaaak! You are a bad son. How did I raise you!”
    

    
      “To join hands with the bastards who put your mother in this state! You son of a bitch who should be torn to pieces!”
    

    
      “Hurry. Hurry up and save me! Now!”
    

    
      “Fight for me! Fight, you fucking bastard──!”
    

    
      Kiaak──!
    

    
      Yael shrieked like crazy.
    

    
      She hit her own body with the chains that bound her arms, and scratched and peeled off her skin.
    

    
      She even intentionally hit her head against the wall, and continued to self-harm violently.
    

    
      Naturally, her body was soon a complete mess.
    

    
      The blood that flowed from her wounds splattered on the walls and barrels and seeped into the floor.
    

    
      It was around that time that Evan, who had been standing still, moved.
    

    
      Thump! Thump!
    

    
      Evan roughly tore apart the chains that were restraining her.
    

    
      Chareureu…….
    

    
      In that moment, Yael's eyes, which had been continuing her self-harm, glinted.
    

    
      The charging Yael.
    

    
      Stab stab! Stab! Stab! Stab! Stab!
    

    
      Evan's huge body shook continuously.
    

    
      Nevertheless, Yael, who had dug into Evan's arms, did not stop.
    

    
      Stabbing with her long nails, and stabbing again.
    

    
      Blood poured out.
    

    
      And Yael, whose body was stained red with that blood, grinned, tearing the corners of her mouth.
    

    
      “Kihihihit! I have to take you to hell with me at least! Die! Die! Die!”
    

    
      Dayle, who couldn't bear to watch, loaded his musket, but.
    

    
      “Stay still, Dayle.”
    

    
      “But boss! He’ll really die at this rate!”
    

    
      “……Then it can’t be helped.”
    

    
      Then at some point, her stabbing stopped.
    

    
      It wasn't Evan who stopped her.
    

    
      She stopped herself.
    

    
      No, would it be more correct to say that it was blocked?
    

    
      Because even now, the hand that was raised to stab is being held tightly by the other hand.
    

    
      Budeul budeul…….
    

    
      And so, Yael trembled and looked up at Evan.
    

    
      “……Evan?”
    

    
      And she said her son's name.
    

    
      “Mother……?”
    

    
      “E-Evan. Heh. Hehe…… Evan.”
    

    
      Evan's body collapsed on the spot.
    

    
      He kneels and embraces her like a child.
    

    
      And he sobs.
    

    
      Bursting out the emotions he had held back for years.
    

    
      “Keueueuk…… I’m sorry. I’m sorry, Mother……”
    

    
      Yael smiled.
    

    
      “M-mom is l-like this. Thank you for growing up so well, Mom is p-proud of you.”
    

    
      Evan held her tightly.
    

    
      “I don't…… resent you. Never. Live comfortably now…… l…… I love you, Evan.”
    

    
      Evan…… Evan…… Evan…… E…… van…….
    

    
      Preciously and fondly.
    

    
      Her voice, as she said her son's name one letter at a time, gradually faded.
    

    
      And looking at her, who had fallen into a deep sleep, Evan cried and cried without a sound.
    

    
      All night long.
    

    
      We, Shadow, stood by his side.
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      Evan, the 3rd-year dedicated professor who had returned to the Academy after a long absence.
    

    
      The first thing he did upon his return was to meet the Vice-Dean and submit his resignation letter.
    

    
      Soon, Department Head Pirion and Section Chief Baron were summoned to the Vice-Dean's office, and the three of them tried to persuade Evan for a long time, but in the end, they had no choice but to approve his resignation.
    

    
      It was decided that the lecture he was in charge of, <Situations and Tactical Judgment>, would be replaced by another professor.
    

    
      Finally, Evan came to find me.
    

    
      “Are you really quitting?”
    

    
      “I have to. It's a nuisance to stay when there's no reason to.”
    

    
      He might be right.
    

    
      A rumor that he was resigning was already spreading throughout the school.
    

    
      The Vice-Dean, Department Head Pirion, or Section Chief Baron wouldn't have blabbed, so it must have been one of the staff in the personnel department.
    

    
      For a professor, an honorary position, to resign without fulfilling their contract period was an unprecedented matter, unless a war had broken out or they were urgently summoned by their home unit, that is, their affiliated knight order or magic corps.
    

    
      Therefore, the rumor spread quite quickly and both professors and cadets seemed to welcome his resignation.
    

    
      “You'll come back, right?”
    

    
      “Why? Are you worried I'll go around revealing secrets?”
    

    
      I laughed.
    

    
      “No way. I'm probably the one here who knows best that you're tight-lipped, Professor.”
    

    
      Hmph, Evan laughed along with me.
    

    
      “……I owe you a great debt.”
    

    
      That was enough of an answer.
    

    
      I already knew the reason Evan was leaving.
    

    
      To lay his mother to rest in her hometown.
    

    
      And after finishing that farewell journey, he would return to us again.
    

    
      As we walked and talked, we were already approaching the Academy's main gate.
    

    
      Just then, Evan called out to me and stopped me.
    

    
      “Gerard.”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “If you ever get the chance, go to ‘Binhawk’.”
    

    
      Binhawk?
    

    
      “That’s in the western part of the empire. A border city that touches the Naimus Empire.”
    

    
      “You know it well. Have you been there?”
    

    
      He, who had asked, immediately realized and opened his mouth again.
    

    
      “……It would be strange if you didn't know. Huhu.”
    

    
      “Excuse me, Professor? This is the Academy. You should watch your mouth.”
    

    
      “That’s right.”
    

    
      “But why there?”
    

    
      “I met a man there two years ago. Like you, he doesn't use an Aura Sword, but he was an incredibly strong man.”
    

    
      Aura Sword.
    

    
      If the Aura Heart was the most basic condition for becoming an apprentice knight who could skillfully handle aura, the Aura Sword was a stage one level above that.
    

    
      But though it was said to be one stage, there was in fact a vast gap between the two stages.
    

    
      To narrow that gap, one needs to shed a lot of blood and sweat, or invest a huge amount of time, or if not that, possess overwhelming talent.
    

    
      As such, being able to use an Aura Sword meant that one had the minimum qualifications to make a name for themselves as a swordsman in this world, and they were also considered to be strong.
    

    
      The Sword Expert was the stage where one could use this Aura Sword.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      “So?”
    

    
      I answered nonchalantly.
    

    
      Strong, but can't use an Aura Sword?
    

    
      It's surprising, but from my perspective, it's not that strange.
    

    
      Because I have a few around me.
    

    
      There's Evan right in front of me, and the members of our Shadow are the same.
    

    
      And our seniors in Shadow are the same as well.
    

    
      Well, it's true that I and those around me are the exceptions.
    

    
      Anyway.
    

    
      Looking at it this way, the Aura Sword was not necessarily a clear standard of strength.
    

    
      But the next words that followed were very surprising.
    

    
      “I lost.”
    

    
      I thought I had misheard and asked again.
    

    
      “……Pardon? What.”
    

    
      “When I met him, we met as enemies. So we fought and I was defeated by him.”
    

    
      Evan lost?
    

    
      Putting aside all the talk about the Aura Sword, this was the hardest thing to believe.
    

    
      “Were you wearing your armor?”
    

    
      “Of course, I was.”
    

    
      “You weren't poisoned?”
    

    
      “Nothing of the sort. I was in top condition at the time and was defeated cleanly.”
    

    
      I wanted to deny it.
    

    
      The armored Evan was, by name and in reality, a top-tier powerhouse.
    

    
      A master of a higher class, embarrassing to even compare with Narsi or Bishop Papamus, whom I had struggled to defeat.
    

    
      My conclusion was that he wouldn't lose even if he fought anyone from the 1st division of the Central Knights, the strongest knight order in the empire, where only the elites were gathered.
    

    
      Only someone like my supervising professor, Chaser Idna, could be compared to him.
    

    
      For reference, Chaser Idna was mentioned as the next commander of the Central Knights and it was known that there was no one among the young knights who could match him.
    

    
      But he said he had defeated someone similar to Evan, without an Aura Sword.
    

    
      “Why did you fight?”
    

    
      “It was the same as when I first met you. Our prey overlapped.”
    

    
      I thought it was a strange fate.
    

    
      “Tell me. How did you lose? It couldn't have been a complete one-sided loss, right?”
    

    
      I asked with anticipation.
    

    
      Putting aside all the facts, this was a matter of pride.
    

    
      Evan was now a talent who would become a member of our Shadow.
    

    
      Among them, the biggest core power in terms of martial strength.
    

    
      A reliable ally, and I didn't think such a person of mine would have been defeated one-sidedly.
    

    
      In fact, the desire to not believe so was stronger.
    

    
      “It wasn't like that. I and that man both received one big wound each.”
    

    
      “And then?”
    

    
      “Do you remember? The last move you used on me during the first lunch special lecture. The one I called a gamble.”
    

    
      “……The ultimatum?”
    

    
      “Yes. That vision.”
    

    
      I had a sour expression.
    

    
      It's not a vision, I just randomly gave it a name.
    

    
      “He used an ultimatum on me, and at the crossroads of dying together or not, I had no choice but to choose the latter.”
    

    
      I understood.
    

    
      Because at that time, Evan had a reason to live.
    

    
      “Then it must have been a close fight. That vision…… I mean, the ultimatum is a last resort that you don't use unless you have to.”
    

    
      “Still, it's a fact that I was defeated. As a price for avoiding the ultimatum, my shoulder was severely cut, and I barely managed to save my life thanks to giving up the prey.”
    

    
      Since he wanted to think of it that way, it was hard to deny, so I just stayed quiet.
    

    
      Instead, at this point, I became curious about the man's identity.
    

    
      And the reason why Evan had brought this up to me.
    

    
      “Who is he?”
    

    
      “I don't know either.”
    

    
      I closed my mouth in disbelief.
    

    
      No.
    

    
      If you don't know, why bring it up?
    

    
      “But I can't know. Because he was wearing a face mask, like you guys.”
    

    
      My mouth, which had been closed, slowly opened.
    

    
      “Gerard. Knowing you and your identity as a thief and with yesterday as an opportunity, I even came to know of the guild called Shadow. But, thinking about it, he naturally came to mind. Isn't it strange? How many points overlap.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “I see, from your expression now, it seems someone comes to mind.”
    

    
      Evan was right.
    

    
      Just in time, a person came to mind.
    

    
      Those who can't use an Aura Sword and hide their identity with a face mask are only thieves, and among them, only our Shadow.
    

    
      And if he had skills comparable to Evan, there was a high probability that he was one of the Four Stars who protected Shadow.
    

    
      That is, an executive.
    

    
      One moon and the four stars that guard it.
    

    
      The second seat, Rendal.
    

    
      The third seat, Kanabi.
    

    
      The fourth seat, Magello.
    

    
      All of them have been confirmed dead, either directly or through the journals they left behind.
    

    
      There was one left.
    

    
      ‘The first seat, Yugen.’
    

    
      He was also Luis's master.
    

    
      ‘But Luis definitely said he died protecting the Master, Adgar.’
    

    
      Of course, considering the urgency of the situation at that time, where every moment was touch-and-go, there was a possibility that he had been mistaken.
    

    
      Since we hadn't seen his body ourselves.
    

    
      ‘Then. Is it really him?’
    

    
      But if it was Yugen, why hadn't he returned to us until now?
    

    
      ‘No, wait. There’s nothing I can be sure of. This is all just an assumption right now.’
    

    
      Assuming it was Yugen was just because he was the most probable among the people I knew, but there was also a sufficient probability that it wasn't him.
    

    
      Since there must have been many other outstanding thieves in Shadow, which was at its peak at that time.
    

    
      ‘Whatever it is, I have to go and see.’
    

    
      The executive meetings that exist in every guild.
    

    
      Among them, the ones who assist the master, decide the direction and future the guild should take, and even participate directly when a major event occurs, that is, the real core are these elders.
    

    
      Whether it was Yugen or not.
    

    
      For Shadow, which lacked visions, money and talent, if a senior thief could come, that alone would be a great help, that much was a clear fact.
    

    
      “Thank you. I'll be sure to go, Professor.”
    

    
      “Alright.”
    

    
      Evan, who smiled and left through the main gate.
    

    
      Watching him get farther and farther away, I thought about asking when he would be back, but I decided against it.
    

    
      Because no one would know how much time it would take to sort out his empty heart.
    

    
      Probably even he himself wouldn't know.
    

    
      ‘Well, he'll come back when he wants to.’
    

    
      “Gerard.”
    

    
      Just then, Evan suddenly turned around and called me.
    

    
      “Yes? Why.”
    

    
      “Don't call me Professor. I'm not a professor anymore.”
    

    
      “Then what?”
    

    
      When I asked, Evan tapped the leather jacket he was wearing and answered.
    

    
      “Evan.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “If you need me, don't hesitate to call.”
    

    
      ──Master.
    

    
      Evan, who had quietly finished his words with that, turned his back with a meaningful smile.
    

    
      And he slowly moved away beyond the main gate.
    

    
      A smile had formed on my lips as well.
    

    
      The gold coin of Shadow, the ‘Eclipse’, inside the jacket that I had glimpsed, was shining red in the sunset light.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The issue of Evan's resignation cooled down as quickly as a heated kettle.
    

    
      Because an even bigger issue had come up.
    

    
      The huge event that shakes the Academy around this time of year.
    

    
      The final evaluation.
    

    
      I also erased the matter of Evan from my mind and focused on the final evaluation.
    

    
      I had to.
    

    
      Putting aside the grades, the time when my, that is, Gerard's, death flag occurs in the original work is during this final evaluation period.
    

    
      In a way, I had worked so hard and ran all this way for this moment.
    

    
      Survival.
    

    
      I trained relentlessly to become stronger.
    

    
      To move away from the list of suspects and thus not be suspected, I raised my grades, solved various incidents at the forefront, built up favor with professors and cadets, created a public reputation, and laundered my trashy image.
    

    
      But I also had to solve the cult's requests.
    

    
      So I had to be mindful of the situation between the two giant forces of the Academy and the cult.
    

    
      ‘How did I endure it?’
    

    
      I felt a sense of pride in myself, and now I was facing the results.
    

    
      ‘Has fate really changed?’
    

    
      I recall the trigger that sets Gerard's death flag in my mind.
    

    
      The final evaluation, which is held over a total of 3 days.
    

    
      In the original work, Gerard's death flag was set when he was caught in the act while working during that period.
    

    
      The problem is that this day is ‘random’.
    

    
      It was different in each playthrough.
    

    
      There were times when Gerard appeared on the first day of the final evaluation and there were times when he appeared on the second day.
    

    
      Of course, there were also times when it was the last, the third day.
    

    
      Even I, who had played 'Heroes of Frey' well over 70 times, didn't know which day Gerard would appear.
    

    
      ‘Still, if my plans worked successfully, the death flag will not occur.’
    

    
      But if they failed──.
    

    
      ‘I'll have to fight an unavoidable decisive battle with the Academy. Just like in the original work.’
    

    
      I had trained for that as well, but honestly, I wanted to avoid it.
    

    
      Still, a positive sign was that I had experienced a changed future several times due to the butterfly effect.
    

    
      Also, in the original work, there was suspicion about me from a long time ago, but in this world, it wasn't.
    

    
      Instead of suspicion, my name was spreading for a completely different reason.
    

    
      Who will be the top of the 1st semester?
    

    
      Many people mention Ivan, Karina, Gwyn, and others, but my name is mentioned the most.
    

    
      And so, the final evaluation, which was important to everyone, was just around the corner.
    

    
      And in the morning I faced it.
    

    
      I looked at the approaching Luis in the distance with nervous eyes.
    

    
      Will Luis have brought a request from the cult?
    

    
      ……Will the death flag occur?
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      The inside of the stone chamber was filled with darkness, except for the area illuminated by the candle on the table.
    

    
      It was a gloomy place.
    

    
      The flame, gently swaying by someone's breath, added to the eeriness, and the occasional sound of the wind sounded like a ghost's laughter.
    

    
      In that place, two men were staring at each other.
    

    
      “So you failed in the end?”
    

    
      He was a man with a cold impression.
    

    
      The one who had spoken, then raised the corners of his mouth and smiled, but because of the scar that ran from his cheek to his ear, that smile looked truly bizarre.
    

    
      The man's name was Lutus Zaemon.
    

    
      “He's a lucky fellow.”
    

    
      The man across from him stared blankly at his smile and replied.
    

    
      The abundant white hair that fell from under his fedora and his dignified gestures and way of speaking suggested that he was of a certain age.
    

    
      But unlike that, his skin was as firm as that of a young person.
    

    
      His name was Cristiano Valan.
    

    
      They were bishops of the Beltus Cult and the supreme commanders of the operation, ‘Raid the Academy’.
    

    
      “Heh heh. Lucky, you say. That’s an excuse unlike you.”
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      A low moan escaped from Bishop Cristiano.
    

    
      Having failed a plan he was confident was perfect, he had nothing to say even if he had ten mouths.
    

    
      The lucky fellow the two bishops were talking about was, of course, the 888th class cadet of the Academy, Gerard.
    

    
      The two had alternately devised their own schemes to kill Gerard, but all of them had failed.
    

    
      Especially Bishop Cristiano had put a lot of time and effort into this plan, and perhaps because of that, he had been full of confidence.
    

    
      But since the result was this, his disappointment could only be greater.
    

    
      Honestly, it was absurd.
    

    
      Because he was a guy they hadn't even paid attention to, like a pebble on the side of the road.
    

    
      They had a file that they had created when they first planned ‘Raid the Academy’.
    

    
      It was a list of key figures affiliated with the Academy who could become obstacles to the plan, organized by their power and influence.
    

    
      However, Gerard was nowhere on it.
    

    
      No matter how far down they scrolled, his name did not appear.
    

    
      In other words, he was on the level of dust that had accumulated on a shelf and would blow away with a puff of air.
    

    
      No, honestly, they had judged him to be even less than that.
    

    
      ‘For a guy like that to block our events at every turn. Does this make sense.’
    

    
      It was to the point of being absurd, and having been beaten like this, now his pride was scratched as well.
    

    
      What was even more annoying was that his rival, Bishop Lutus, who was right in front of him, had noticed this.
    

    
      “……Half-hearted methods like setting a trap or devising a scheme don't work on him. It would be more effective to cut his throat with a sure method, even if it's troublesome.”
    

    
      Bishop Lutus did not answer.
    

    
      He just smiled, twirling.
    

    
      Bishop Cristiano found that sight extremely annoying, but he suppressed it.
    

    
      For now, he needed to humor Bishop Lutus to some extent.
    

    
      That would make it easier to persuade him.
    

    
      “There's no need to drag it out. We need to send a weapon that he can't handle.”
    

    
      At that, Bishop Lutus, who had only been smiling, tilted his head.
    

    
      “A weapon he can't handle? What is that? Don't tell me you're planning to move yourself?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “Then? He won't be able to be dealt with unless it's us bishops.”
    

    
      The two already knew that sending a few High Priests was useless.
    

    
      Gerard's skill was as good as proven by the fact that he had broken through the killing net of the Darkness Council's High Clerics and even captured Bishop Papamus.
    

    
      To catch him for sure, either the cult's executioners had to move, or they had to move themselves.
    

    
      But the cult's executioners were the Archpontiff's swords, who did not move even at their orders.
    

    
      In the end, there was only one option left.
    

    
      If he moved himself, there would be nothing more certain, but he was not very keen on it.
    

    
      “Or are you telling me to go?”
    

    
      “No. I didn't say that. Besides you, doesn't the Darkness Council have another weapon as powerful as you?”
    

    
      “A powerful weapon? Ah.”
    

    
      Bishop Lutus's brow furrowed.
    

    
      “Hey, Cristiano. That’s……”
    

    
      “I know well. That Archpontiff Sran will be displeased. But didn't you say last time? That you would infiltrate her into the Academy. While you're at it, if we get rid of Gerard, won't we be getting a double benefit?”
    

    
      Bishop Lutus was lost in thought.
    

    
      The hero that Bishop Cristiano was talking about, that is, the powerful weapon that would kill Gerard, was the demon, Lilith's seed, who had awakened just a short while ago.
    

    
      Right.
    

    
      Her intelligence was a bit low due to the demonic aura, but if it was her, she would be able to finish Gerard off without difficulty.
    

    
      Since she followed Bishop Lutus to the point of calling him father, if he said the word, she would immediately charge into the Academy and take Gerard's head.
    

    
      The problem was Archpontiff Sran of the Darkness Council.
    

    
      He had heard that he was paying special attention to her, who had returned alive from the Hell Pit and was even thinking of using her to increase the standing of the Darkness Council within the cult.
    

    
      “Still, you’re the only one she listens to, Lutus, aren't you? And killing Gerard has no effect on our plan either. In any case, it’s something that benefits ‘Destroy the Academy’, isn't it.”
    

    
      “Heh heh. You don't have to try so hard to persuade me, Cristiano. I know everything.”
    

    
      Bishop Cristiano flinched at the words that hit the mark, but he quickly suppressed his agitation and said.
    

    
      “If you already knew, then it'll be easy to talk. What will you do?”
    

    
      “I will persuade the Archpontiff.”
    

    
      Bishop Cristiano's expression brightened.
    

    
      “Then……”
    

    
      “But there's a condition.”
    

    
      “A condition, you say?”
    

    
      “Don't be so anxious. It’s a promise rather than a condition. You remember, right?”
    

    
      I remembered.
    

    
      In exchange for using her, he had said to abandon Shadow.
    

    
      “Abandon Shadow. For our Darkness Council.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “Now our Darkness Council will become the shadow of your Death Council.”
    

    
      Hehehe, as Lutus's laughter followed, the candle in the stone chamber flickered violently.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      After finishing the report, I stared blankly at Luis's retreating back.
    

    
      To get straight to the point, there was no request.
    

    
      Luis just gave a basic regular report and left.
    

    
      Then it's not the first day?
    

    
      Then the second day?
    

    
      Or is it, after all, the last day?
    

    
      ‘In the first place, is it right to give the request this late?’
    

    
      I scratched my frowning eyebrow with my hand.
    

    
      ‘He usually gave it at least two days in advance.’
    

    
      The final evaluation is tomorrow, but he hasn't given the request until today?
    

    
      In that case, there are two possible meanings.
    

    
      The first is that there is really no request at all.
    

    
      The second is that it's an urgent request.
    

    
      ‘Hmm.’
    

    
      I continued to think, but in the end, I couldn't come to a definite conclusion.
    

    
      I tried to change fate to eliminate the death flag, and as various events disappeared and were created, it's been a long time since I used the word 'mainstream'.
    

    
      The fate of this place was now flowing completely differently, only sharing the setting with 'Heroes of Frey' and it had reached a point where no case could be easily predicted.
    

    
      ‘In other words, I'll only know when the time comes.’
    

    
      If I survive this death flag, countless more branching points will be created.
    

    
      The future will change in a completely unpredictable way.
    

    
      Well, I don't really care that much.
    

    
      Because it's the situation I wanted in the first place.
    

    
      Knowing the future is a great power, but on the other hand, it can also be a poison.
    

    
      Because you can see what's coming and you can see the destination and the end.
    

    
      There's a saying that satisfaction is a poison.
    

    
      Just like that, when you can see things, you unknowingly feel relieved, and relief eventually leads to laziness and stagnation.
    

    
      While thinking, 'This much should be enough.'
    

    
      ‘If it were just me, it would be fine.’
    

    
      However, the fate of the Shadow members also rests on my shoulders.
    

    
      So it's better not to see.
    

    
      I have to be on high alert, maintain that tension, and continue to prepare and develop.
    

    
      And for development, there was a need to break the world surrounding me and go outside.
    

    
      ‘……It's about time to become independent.’
    

    
      From the shadow of the cult.
    

    
      Now, to the outside.
    

    
      Shadow was ready.
    

    
      Ready to stand on its own, free from their support, and ready enough to fully withstand the threats that would follow.
    

    
      Of course.
    

    
      I can't just be nervously mindful of the two forces forever.
    

    
      The existence of Shadow, due to its nature, is not welcomed by anyone.
    

    
      Not by the cult that threatens the continent.
    

    
      Nor is it welcomed by the Frey Empire.
    

    
      It was like that in the past, and it is like that now.
    

    
      It will probably be the same in the future.
    

    
      So, to survive, we had to grow.
    

    
      This is my goal after the death flag.
    

    
      To restore the lost glory of Shadow and take over the night of Icata.
    

    
      And eventually, the world.
    

    
      Only by becoming that much, can we survive.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The final evaluation began.
    

    
      The first day was a written exam.
    

    
      Just like taking the college entrance exam, divided into literature, foreign language, mathematics, and inquiry sections.
    

    
      I took written exams on the theories I had learned throughout the first semester, such as survival, treatment, tactics, magical beasts, and liberal arts, divided by time.
    

    
      I had studied in between, just in case the questions had changed from the original work, but it seems it was a needless worry.
    

    
      The questions were the same, and I was able to finish the exam the fastest, just like in the mid-term evaluation.
    

    
      And so, the last exam ended.
    

    
      “Senior! You finished the fastest this time too! Did you do well!?”
    

    
      Yuria, who had finished the exam around the same time as me, submitted her test paper and immediately followed me out.
    

    
      I nodded my head.
    

    
      “Yeah. How about you, Yuria? Did you do well?”
    

    
      “Yes! Thanks to you, senior.”
    

    
      Yuria smiled brightly.
    

    
      Her expression, with the worries gone, was extremely bright, as if she had been worried a lot because of the written exam.
    

    
      “What’s with these dark circles? Did you stay up all night?”
    

    
      Yuria hurriedly turned her head.
    

    
      “Ah. No?”
    

    
      “What do you mean, no. I can see them all.”
    

    
      I chuckled.
    

    
      Because I was grateful.
    

    
      Yuria had prepared extremely hard for this final evaluation and it was because of the promise she had made with me.
    

    
      The promise to get a high score on the mentor evaluation and definitely give me bonus points.
    

    
      Therefore, this final evaluation was extremely important to her.
    

    
      The mentor evaluation wasn't a separate exam.
    

    
      The evaluation was judged by two criteria, and one of them was to compare the semester scores, which were the sum of the entrance exam scores before entering, the mid-term evaluation, and the final evaluation scores.
    

    
      From there, the person with the highest increase in scores is selected and given bonus points.
    

    
      What Yuria was aiming for was this bonus point.
    

    
      “To do that, you'll have to do well on the remaining exams……”
    

    
      I thought of the exam tasks for the second and last days.
    

    
      “Tomorrow is collecting Ferdon feathers, right?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      Ferdon was a lowest-grade magical beast belonging to grade 4, with an appearance like a mixture of a cheetah and an ostrich.
    

    
      A single feather grows on its head and the exam tomorrow was to divide the scores according to the number of feathers collected.
    

    
      The problem is that these guys are incredibly fast and hard to catch.
    

    
      But as for Yuria, she had magic like [Freeze] and was a user of High-Speed Swordsmanship, so her eyes were fast, and I wasn't worried about her from the beginning.
    

    
      “Don't be nervous and just do as you've always done. Then you'll get good results.”
    

    
      “Do you think so?”
    

    
      “Yeah. I think you'll probably get 3rd place? Or so.”
    

    
      Well, as long as there's no interference from the cult.
    

    
      “Me?”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      “Hey. There’s Karina and Gwyn, you know. And Ivan too……”
    

    
      She trails off, but unlike her words of denial, her expression is quite full of confidence.
    

    
      She was feeling it herself.
    

    
      She didn't know about Ivan, but she was confident she could catch up to Karina and Gwyn, who she had mentioned before.
    

    
      “Karina is slow and Gwyn is faster than Karina, but since his swordsmanship is focused on power, he's not a good match for the Ferdon.”
    

    
      As expected, she nods her head.
    

    
      Then, as if she was suddenly curious, she looks at me and asks.
    

    
      “Then who do you think will be 1st place, senior?”
    

    
      I don't know why she's asking something like this.
    

    
      “Of course, it’s me.”
    

    
      It was so obvious that I answered without a moment's hesitation.
    

    
      And.
    

    
      “……Do you really think so?”
    

    
      At the voice from behind, I turned my head and looked in that direction.
    

    
      Ivan, who had finished the exam at some point, was standing tall and staring straight at me.
    

    
      It was a very challenging gaze.
    

    
      So.
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      I even nodded my head to confirm it properly.
    

    
      “I'm 1st place. That's unchangeable. It will never change.”
    

    
      At that moment, I could see a flame flare up in Ivan's eyes.
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      I already knew that Ivan had finished the exam and came outside.
    

    
      Of course, I knew he was standing behind me.
    

    
      I intentionally provoked him.
    

    
      I was curious.
    

    
      How confident was he in himself?
    

    
      ‘He said he would surpass me in half a year.’
    

    
      I happened to overhear the conversation between Ivan and Pirion while I was training [Stealth].
    

    
      There, in response to Pirion's question, Ivan had answered confidently.
    

    
      It was funny, but also absurd.
    

    
      Why?
    

    
      Because it meant he saw me as a hill he could 'try to climb'.
    

    
      A sense of competition?
    

    
      A rival?
    

    
      Fine, that's okay.
    

    
      I think it's a feeling that cadets who take the same class, even if they're not in the same year, can sufficiently harbor.
    

    
      However, I had done far more off-campus activities than the protagonist, Ivan and had also accumulated a considerable amount of fame and achievements.
    

    
      To be frank, among them were things that Ivan would not have been able to solve and by solving such things, I also had a desire for Ivan to realize it himself.
    

    
      ‘Ah. That senior is someone I can't dare to mess with.’
    

    
      Like this.
    

    
      But well, I guess I was mistaken.
    

    
      Because it seems that Ivan still sees me as a hill he can try to climb.
    

    
      And from my perspective, that was quite a blow to my pride.
    

    
      ‘And personally, I'm also curious.’
    

    
      How much stronger Ivan has become by attaching his growth trait, [Competitive Spirit], to me.
    

    
      I've been hearing that he's been training hard, but it was about time I needed to see it with my own eyes.
    

    
      ‘Since he’s a guy who’s directly involved in my death flag. I should find out his level right now.’
    

    
      In a way, it was a good opportunity.
    

    
      “……Then I’ll see you tomorrow.”
    

    
      Ivan, who had been glaring at me with a burning sense of competition, turned his body after leaving a meaningful remark.
    

    
      As Ivan left, Yuria, who was next to me, stuck to me and asked.
    

    
      “Are you okay, senior?”
    

    
      “Huh? What about?”
    

    
      “Ivan. He was being arrogant, wasn’t he.”
    

    
      ……I almost burst out laughing.
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “No, ahem. It’s nothing.”
    

    
      Yuria looked in the direction Ivan had disappeared as if she didn't like it, and then turned her gaze to me.
    

    
      “Still, I guess I’ll finally get to see you and Ivan have a showdown tomorrow.”
    

    
      “Hmm. I guess so. But why’s that?”
    

    
      “The kids are all buzzing about who will be the 1st place in this final evaluation. Didn't you know?”
    

    
      Of course, I know.
    

    
      The terror that broke out during the mid-term evaluation.
    

    
      With the mid-term evaluation ending ambiguously, the importance of this final evaluation had completely risen.
    

    
      It would probably account for a significant portion in determining the semester grades.
    

    
      It was safe to say that the 1st place in the final evaluation would directly lead to being the top of the semester.
    

    
      And being at the top of the semester was a glorious achievement, enough to be featured in the Royal Dream, so it was natural for it to be a hot topic among the kids.
    

    
      ‘And the names mentioned the most are me and Ivan.’
    

    
      The written evaluation, the only one where the scores remained from the mid-term evaluation.
    

    
      If you tally the scores from the performance evaluations during the semester, the candidates for the top of the semester are roughly narrowed down.
    

    
      And among them, the two people closest to the top of the semester.
    

    
      It’s me and Ivan.
    

    
      “Who do you think it will be?”
    

    
      At my question, Yuria shook her head.
    

    
      “I don't know. Whenever I see Ivan, he's always swinging his sword. Of course, you are too senior and Department Head Pirion is with Ivan……”
    

    
      I scratched my chin.
    

    
      If even Yuria, who sees it directly and sometimes crosses swords with him as a training partner, says so, then there must be something to it.
    

    
      I can't leave out Department Head Pirion's teachings either.
    

    
      Still, I thought Yuria would take my side, even if it was just empty words.
    

    
      I had also received a special lecture from Allen for a month.
    

    
      ──It was the moment I was feeling disappointed.
    

    
      “But I want you to be the top of the semester, senior.”
    

    
      My mood improved, as if the disappointment had never been there.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The second day dawned.
    

    
      I met Luis early in the morning and Luis gave me his regular report.
    

    
      As expected, he did not mention any requests.
    

    
      Just in case, I asked about the cult's movements, but he said nothing had changed.
    

    
      The Sewer District, the base of the Death Council and the Ladrier Hotel, the base of the Darkness Council.
    

    
      All were quiet.
    

    
      ‘Then has the death flag really disappeared?’
    

    
      It was good news for me, but it was too early to celebrate.
    

    
      Because there was still one day left.
    

    
      I could only confirm that I had overcome the death flag after tomorrow passed.
    

    
      And so, I parted with Luis.
    

    
      After returning to my dorm, I spent my time checking my equipment and then went outside.
    

    
      “Senior!”
    

    
      Yuria, who was already out and waiting for me.
    

    
      “How's your condition?”
    

    
      “Good. How about you, senior?”
    

    
      “Me, well.”
    

    
      “Always the same?”
    

    
      “Oh. You know me well.”
    

    
      “Your answer is the same every day.”
    

    
      We exchanged unremarkable greetings and headed to the main building with Yuria.
    

    
      Murmur murmer!
    

    
      A considerable number of cadets were already gathered at the main building.
    

    
      The 890th class kids who would be taking the final evaluation with me.
    

    
      “Oh? It’s Gerard-Senior!”
    

    
      “Hello, Gerard-Senior!”
    

    
      “Good morning, Senior!”
    

    
      I exchanged brief greetings with the kids and sat on a bench.
    

    
      As I was waiting for the professor to come, the sound of a certain group's conversation caught my ear.
    

    
      “Hey hey. But did you guys hear? That Gerard-senior and Ivan are going to fight.”
    

    
      “Ah, of course! They said they're going to face off in this evaluation.”
    

    
      Huh?
    

    
      What is this nonsense?
    

    
      Just in case, I looked at Yuria sitting next to me, but Yuria, with her characteristic stoic face, asserted her innocence.
    

    
      “It wasn't me.”
    

    
      “……Uh. Sorry.”
    

    
      If it wasn't Yuria, then there was only one person who would spread this story.
    

    
      ‘Ivan.’
    

    
      But why would Ivan?
    

    
      For what reason?
    

    
      “Who do you think will win?”
    

    
      I stopped thinking and pricked up my ears.
    

    
      “I bet on Ivan.”
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “He’s more handsome. Hehe.”
    

    
      I lifted my eyes to check the bastard’s face.
    

    
      You little shit.
    

    
      I've memorized you.
    

    
      “Just kidding. But he's been crazy lately. You know I'm in the room right next to Ivan, right? He doesn't sleep.”
    

    
      “True, the way he was hitting the scarecrow last time was brutal.”
    

    
      “I think he's getting private lessons from Department Head Pirion……”
    

    
      I nodded my head.
    

    
      For those reasons, it's quite possible to think that way.
    

    
      ‘But why do I feel like shit?’
    

    
      Normally, I would have just let it go and easily ignored it, but thinking that Ivan was orchestrating this situation, it strangely didn't sit right with me and was annoying.
    

    
      ‘I really don't know what his scheme is.’
    

    
      Except for his excessive hatred and hostility toward evil, Ivan had a well-rounded personality, to the point where he could be called the protagonist himself.
    

    
      Gentle, warm, and with a strong sense of justice.
    

    
      He had all these good qualities.
    

    
      At the very least, he wasn't the type of guy to pull such a childish stunt to get attention.
    

    
      ‘Don't tell me this change was also caused by me?’
    

    
      It's good that Ivan's growth is accelerating because of me.
    

    
      But I don't want his personality to change because of me.
    

    
      Because this could turn into a big problem.
    

    
      ‘Personality is character, after all.’
    

    
      The character of the protagonist with a mission to save the world is changing……?
    

    
      It was a premise I strongly wanted to refuse.
    

    
      ‘I hope this ends as a light, momentary deviation.’
    

    
      “Senior. Is something wrong? You don't look well.”
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      Yuria, who was watching me from the side, asked with a worried look.
    

    
      Darn.
    

    
      I must have been making a serious face without realizing it.
    

    
      I quickly changed my expression to a smiling one and shook my head.
    

    
      “It’s nothing. I guess I was just a little nervous.”
    

    
      “That’s a lie.”
    

    
      “……Huh?”
    

    
      “I can’t believe that you’d be nervous, senior.”
    

    
      I'm a person too, can't I be a little nervous?
    

    
      I was suddenly curious about how Yuria saw me, but I didn't ask.
    

    
      Because the professor I was waiting for had arrived.
    

    
      The supervising professor with charming, small, slanted eyes, Chaser Idna.
    

    
      He was the proctor for this evaluation.
    

    
      Chaser, whose cool and friendly personality, and even more so, his looks, were popular elements among the cadets, despite his renowned reputation, so as he went up to the podium as the evaluation professor, a considerable number of kids screamed.
    

    
      “Alright, alright. That's right, kids. I’m the proctor this time too.”
    

    
      Chaser gestures for them to calm down.
    

    
      Come to think of it, Chaser was the general proctor for the mid-term evaluation too.
    

    
      He couldn't prevent the terror that happened at the time, but perhaps because there were no casualties, he was in charge of being the proctor again this time.
    

    
      ‘It’s different from the original work.’
    

    
      Putting that part in my head, I lifted my eyes and looked at Chaser.
    

    
      “Alright, so quiet down. I know you've already reached the second final evaluation, but for those of you who messed up the written evaluation yesterday, don't be too discouraged. You can just aim for a comeback here. Huh?”
    

    
      “Yeees!”
    

    
      “Alright, good. You've received a preliminary notice about today's evaluation. Right? Ah? You didn't check it? Then it can't be helped. It just means you weren't that interested. It's your fault.”
    

    
      Puhaha, a round of laughter erupts.
    

    
      Chaser, who had thus lightened the mood and focused the attention on himself, went on to explain the rules and precautions for the exam.
    

    
      The exam task, collecting Ferdon feathers.
    

    
      The grade 4 magical beast Ferdon was not large, was timid, and had poor combat abilities, so it was one of the magical beasts evaluated as the weakest.
    

    
      They were so cowardly that they would flee at the sight of soldiers holding shiny blades.
    

    
      Honestly, it was to the point where I couldn't understand how they were even classified as magical beasts, but they were like grim reapers to goblins.
    

    
      In any case.
    

    
      The task for this exam was to pluck the feathers growing on their heads and of course, the more you collected, the higher the score you were allocated.
    

    
      In a way, it seems easy.
    

    
      But this is a delusion that can only be had because you don't know the characteristics of the magical beast Ferdon.
    

    
      The Ferdon's legs were incredibly fast.
    

    
      Instantaneous speed and directional changes due to flexible movements and on top of that, tireless endurance.
    

    
      On top of that, they live unaffected by the environment, whether it's water or trees, so you have to assume that you can't catch them if you make eye contact.
    

    
      You could say they were beasts with exceptional footwork.
    

    
      So, the biggest concern among the cadets right now was how to catch this Ferdon.
    

    
      After Chaser's explanation ended.
    

    
      As we were waiting to receive the scroll to move to the 'Ferdon Habitat', I heard the kids talking.
    

    
      “Hey. How are you going to catch it?”
    

    
      “A Ferdon?”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      “Are you crazy? Why would I tell you that?”
    

    
      “Aah. Tell meee! I’ll tell you too!”
    

    
      No matter how many talented kids the 890th class was called the golden generation for, only a few of them could catch up to a Ferdon in a speed battle.
    

    
      So various methods were employed.
    

    
      The most common methods were to team up and hunt them down, like those guys, or to set traps.
    

    
      Of course, unlike the mid-term evaluation, the use of artifacts and items was also allowed.
    

    
      So, not a few of them had investigated the habits of the Ferdon and prepared goblin meat, their favorite food.
    

    
      Also, this was an evaluation, but also a competition.
    

    
      So, for this time, confrontation between cadets was also allowed.
    

    
      Of course, the purpose was limited to 'snatching feathers'.
    

    
      Anyway, the reason the kids were showing such keen interest, even using the provocative wording of 'me and Ivan will have a showdown', was precisely because of this.
    

    
      Will the two of them fight over the feathers?
    

    
      It seemed highly probable.
    

    
      Judging by the fact that he went so far as to spread rumors like this and set the stage.
    

    
      ‘Well, I'll naturally find out when I get in.’
    

    
      For now, I was planning to focus on my own work.
    

    
      “Alright, did you all receive the [Spatial Leap] scroll!?”
    

    
      “Yeees!”
    

    
      “Good! Then listen up from now on. When the second hand of the clock tower up there points to 12, we'll all move to the 'Ferdon Habitat' together. The evaluation starts as soon as you move, and you have six hours.”
    

    
      “……!”
    

    
      “The person with the most feathers within six hours is 1st place. Now. I’ll start the count. 5…… 4……”
    

    
      ……3, 2, 1.
    

    
      Buuk, I heard the sound of a scroll being torn, and my vision flashed.
    

    
      The chirping of mountain birds tickling my ears.
    

    
      Before I knew it, I was standing in the middle of a forest.
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      The Ferdon Habitat was a vast forest with a valley running through it.
    

    
      Trees tall enough to pierce the clouds existed in all directions and their numerous branches covered the sky.
    

    
      The refreshing sound of the waterfall harmonized with the chirping of birds and the cliffs of the valley protected against enemy intrusion and storms.
    

    
      It was truly an optimal place for the Ferdon to live.
    

    
      It's difficult to catch a Ferdon by speed.
    

    
      The Academy, of course, knows this.
    

    
      The reason they created the evaluation this way was to encourage students to try various methods using what they had learned so far.
    

    
      But that was for the average cadet and I was different.
    

    
      I had the specs to easily catch up to a Ferdon.
    

    
      So I didn't need to form a team for a driven hunt or set traps; I could just solve it with my physical abilities.
    

    
      In fact, I had intended to do just that.
    

    
      But I'm not stupid enough to stick to just that.
    

    
      As soon as the transfer was complete, I surveyed my surroundings.
    

    
      It was a place where a small stream flowed.
    

    
      There was nothing else unusual, but I could see tracks imprinted in all directions.
    

    
      ‘Ferdon.’
    

    
      Whether it was good luck or not, the place I had transferred to seemed to be a resting spot where Ferdons stopped by.
    

    
      There were relatively recent footprints here too.
    

    
      The first thing that came to mind was ‘setting a trap’.
    

    
      If I set a trap, I thought I could catch at least one within six hours.
    

    
      ‘There’s no act more foolish than just leaving a good spot like this.’
    

    
      I opened my subspace and took out a pre-prepared trap.
    

    
      Well, it wasn't a very impressive trap.
    

    
      I fixed a tough rope to a rock or a sturdy tree branch.
    

    
      And I made the other end into a snare and set it where the footprints overlapped.
    

    
      That's it.
    

    
      It was simple, but it had the advantage of being quick and easy to set up.
    

    
      I set up a few more of these traps in the surrounding area.
    

    
      “Done.”
    

    
      The goal was one.
    

    
      More than that was greed.
    

    
      Other kids might find it, so I guess I should come to check every hour.
    

    
      Afterward, I moved.
    

    
      Using the most recent footprints as a guide.
    

    
      After running for about 10 minutes, I saw a Ferdon digging in the ground beyond the bushes.
    

    
      In the ground was meat that seemed to have been hidden by the creature.
    

    
      They had a habit of hiding their caught prey in the ground, but in any case, the important thing right now was that its attention was completely focused on the meat.
    

    
      I ambushed it from behind.
    

    
      Kyaaak!
    

    
      The creature, who had spotted me a step too late, moved its legs with a hiss, but my swinging scabbard was much faster.
    

    
      Thwack!
    

    
      The creature, hit on the back of the head by my scabbard, collapsed in a spread-eagle fashion.
    

    
      “Easy.”
    

    
      But it certainly seemed difficult for other kids to catch.
    

    
      Even though I, with my high agility, had hidden my presence as much as possible, the Ferdon had noticed my approach midway.
    

    
      And that was even when its mind was on the meat.
    

    
      “There will be kids who can’t even collect one.”
    

    
      Muttering so, I plucked the feather from its forehead.
    

    
      And I put the feather into the container I had received with the scroll before the exam.
    

    
      Woong!
    

    
      The container that had swallowed the feather began to glow faintly.
    

    
      It was a rule.
    

    
      The feathers obtained had to be put into this container received from the examiner.
    

    
      That was the only way the number of feathers could be tallied.
    

    
      If you didn't follow this rule and were caught hiding them elsewhere, you would be excluded from the evaluation for cheating.
    

    
      Having finished my task, I slapped Ferdon's cheek hard.
    

    
      Then, the Ferdon blinked its eyes.
    

    
      Then it was startled to see me and quickly moved its legs to flee in a hurry.
    

    
      “Farewell.”
    

    
      It's common sense that subduing is much more difficult than killing.
    

    
      But the reason I went through such difficulty and let it go without killing it was simple.
    

    
      ‘To confuse them.’
    

    
      The Ferdon they had struggled to catch didn't have the feather it was supposed to have?
    

    
      How disheartening would that be for the cadet who caught it?
    

    
      Not only would it be a waste of effort, but their stamina and mentality would be drained and they would lose time as well.
    

    
      It was a devilish plan, but in any case, this was a competition.
    

    
      I had no intention of going easy.
    

    
      ‘And if that cadet is Ivan or Karina, even better.’
    

    
      Ah, one more.
    

    
      And that bastard who called me ugly.
    

    
      ……Did he not call me ugly?
    

    
      Anyway.
    

    
      Kyaooo──!
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      A mournful cry echoed from not far away.
    

    
      Realizing where the sound was coming from, I put aside my stray thoughts and quickly ran there.
    

    
      “What. Already?”
    

    
      My face, as I said that and ran, was flushed with excitement.
    

    
      The place I arrived at was the stream where I had set the trap.
    

    
      Indeed, a younger individual than the Ferdon I had just met was struggling with its foot caught in a snare.
    

    
      Haak!
    

    
      The creature hissed threateningly at me.
    

    
      Bbak!
    

    
      I ignored it and smacked the back of its head.
    

    
      Thud, the Ferdon collapsed.
    

    
      “Two already.”
    

    
      I laughed.
    

    
      When I checked the time, only 20 minutes had passed.
    

    
      Excluding the time spent surveying the area and setting the trap, it meant that less than 10 minutes had passed since I had properly started hunting.
    

    
      “I’m lucky.”
    

    
      After collecting the feather, I removed the snare from the unconscious Ferdon and, just like before, woke it up by hitting it and then released it.
    

    
      ‘At this rate, I think I can expect one more.’
    

    
      The effect of the trap was better than I thought.
    

    
      Since it was a young individual, there seemed to be some luck involved, but there was no law saying that such luck wouldn't come again.
    

    
      After erasing the traces of the creature's struggle and resetting the trap, I moved again.
    

    
      And so, two hours passed.
    

    
      With a rumble, as if something was collapsing, the sky flashed brightly.
    

    
      I looked up.
    

    
      Chaser Idna was floating in the sky.
    

    
      [Now, it seems you are all concentrating hard. Shall we take a look at how well you're doing with a mid-term tally?]
    

    
      At the same time, light was shot out from behind him, and words were written.
    

    
      Mid-term Tally (1st)
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      18th (2) - Paul Larvin
    

    
      19th (1) - Ganie Lanos
    

    
      20th (1) - Rotang
    

    
      And so, the names were listed from 20th to 6th place.
    

    
      The number in the parentheses would, of course, be the number of feathers.
    

    
      For kids with the same number, the rank would be divided by the hunting time.
    

    
      The container was recording not only the number but also the time when the feather was put in.
    

    
      [Oh. You've caught more than I thought.]
    

    
      So it seems.
    

    
      Especially 6th place.
    

    
      6th place was a guy named Guillaume and the number of feathers he had was a whopping 4.
    

    
      Considering that it was still the beginning, 4 was a considerable number.
    

    
      The 7th place below him, Victor, also had 4, but what was surprising was that in the original work, the person who should have been in 6th place was Victor.
    

    
      ‘As far as I know, Guillaume wasn’t even in the top 10.’
    

    
      I didn't know what had happened, but this was also definitely a change caused by me.
    

    
      I didn't think much about it.
    

    
      He must have been very motivated while watching me.
    

    
      I just let it go like that.
    

    
      Reality wasn't a world programmed to be perfect like a game.
    

    
      [Then shall we take a look at the long-awaited 5th to 1st place?]
    

    
      I raised my gaze to the sky again.
    

    
      5th place.
    

    
      Surprisingly, it was Gwyn Gaiard.
    

    
      “Oho.”
    

    
      Honestly, I thought it would be Yuria.
    

    
      “Not bad.”
    

    
      The hard work of investing in him had paid off.
    

    
      But when I saw 4th place, I felt a little anxious.
    

    
      4th place was Karina Zain.
    

    
      From this point on, I started to think, ‘Don’t tell me she’s outside the top 20……?’ but.
    

    
      3rd (6) - Yuria
    

    
      I let out a cry of admiration.
    

    
      “Six?”
    

    
      Gwyn and Karina were tied with 5.
    

    
      But Yuria had 6, one more than them.
    

    
      What more needs to be said?
    

    
      I was proud.
    

    
      ‘My right hand. Ivan's counter.’
    

    
      For reference, in the 1st mid-term tally in the original work, Ivan was 1st with 6.
    

    
      Although it couldn't be compared exactly, it could be roughly seen that the current Yuria's level was similar to that of the original Ivan.
    

    
      1st and 2nd place were left, but I didn't really care.
    

    
      Because 1st and 2nd place were as good as decided.
    

    
      The number of feathers I have now is 9.
    

    
      No matter how much Ivan in this world is riding my bus with the cheat growth trait [Competitive Spirit], this gap is…….
    

    
      2nd (9) - Ivan
    

    
      Wait a minute.
    

    
      My thoughts stopped.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Ivan has the same number of feathers as me.
    

    
      But the meaning of being 2nd place is that my hunting time is faster.
    

    
      That's a relief, at least.
    

    
      But I can't be complacent.
    

    
      It's only the beginning.
    

    
      ‘The 2nd mid-term tally is in another 2 hours.’
    

    
      I had to widen the gap in these two hours.
    

    
      It was dangerous, and I could be caught up to.
    

    
      Was I underestimating Ivan too much?
    

    
      And even if I was, this is strange.
    

    
      ‘Is there some unforeseen variable?’
    

    
      An unforeseen variable.
    

    
      While chasing Ferdons and collecting feathers, I deeply focused on and analyzed the question of 'how?' that kept popping into my head.
    

    
      The agility stat of the Ferdon I know is a whopping 90.
    

    
      They are creatures that move like lightning, to the point where an ordinary person can't even see them properly.
    

    
      As for me, I had surpassed 100 a long time ago, so it wasn't difficult to catch up to these creatures, and so my hunting success rate was 100 percent.
    

    
      But what about Ivan?
    

    
      No matter how much Ivan has grown compared to the original work, it's hard to believe he has surpassed 100.
    

    
      At best, he's probably around that mark now.
    

    
      But even so, his hunting success rate is fifty-fifty.
    

    
      Because Ferdons are not creatures that can be caught just by being faster.
    

    
      ‘This is their habitat. In other words, their home ground.’
    

    
      If they use the terrain to escape and hide, it's even harder to hunt them.
    

    
      The reason why the kids do all sorts of things like driven hunts, setting traps, and luring with bait is precisely for this reason.
    

    
      ‘But how is he the same as me?’
    

    
      For a guy with a fifty-fifty hunting success rate to have the same number as me, there's only one possibility.
    

    
      ‘Ferdons are everywhere he goes.’
    

    
      In other words, he has reduced the time spent finding Ferdons.
    

    
      How?
    

    
      ‘It must be an artifact.’
    

    
      Something just came to mind.
    

    
      The unique-grade artifact, the ‘Tracker’s Seal’.
    

    
      And its owner was none other than Pirion Lil.
    

    
      Originally, it was an item that Pirion gave to Ivan as a gift, but if that timing had been moved up.
    

    
      And if he was using it, Ivan would be able to find Ferdons easily, and this situation would make sense.
    

    
      While I'm busy searching for Ferdons whose locations I don't even know.
    

    
      Ivan has already identified the Ferdon's location and has begun hunting.
    

    
      “Fucking hell. This is so unfair.”
    

    
      A curse naturally came out.
    

    
      No, I mean, even if the use of artifacts is allowed.
    

    
      What are they thinking, giving him an artifact like the Tracker's Seal that shows such cheat-like efficiency in this situation?
    

    
      And.
    

    
      In the subsequent 2nd mid-term tally, I realized that Ivan had come with more determination than I had thought.
    

    
      Mid-term Tally (2nd)
    

    
      1st (23) - Ivan
    

    
      2nd (20) - Gerard
    

    
      3rd (16) - Karina Zain
    

    
      4th (16) - Yuria
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      6th (12) - Victor
    

    
      7th (12) - Hannes Kasa
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      20th (6) - Yuna Filler
    

    
      Guillaume, who should have been there, was gone.
    

    
      Guillaume, who had been 6th place just two hours ago, at the 1st mid-term tally.
    

    
      This means that Guillaume had been pushed out of the top 20, which was hard to understand considering his upward trend.
    

    
      Something must have happened to him.
    

    
      ……What kind of accident?
    

    
      The situation is clear.
    

    
      The Tracker's Seal.
    

    
      Thanks to it, Pirion Lil had slain many villains and magical beasts.
    

    
      In other words, the targets that the Tracker's Seal pursues do not distinguish between people and magical beasts.
    

    
      And Ivan used the Tracker's Seal on a person.
    

    
      On his own classmate, no less.
    

    
      “Well, I'll be. There was a reason he was so confident, huh?”
    

    
      I let out a small laugh.
    

    
      Right.
    

    
      This is why he spread the rumors and set the stage.
    

    
      “You're really determined, aren't you. To beat me.”
    

    
      But he underestimated me too much.
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      “Wow. Did you see that? That’s Ivan for you.”
    

    
      “I know, right.”
    

    
      Right after the 2nd mid-term tally, I heard the conversation of two people with my heightened hearing.
    

    
      It wasn't far.
    

    
      I moved there.
    

    
      Beyond the bushes, I could see two 890th class cadets tending to a trap.
    

    
      I knew both of their faces, but one of them was particularly familiar.
    

    
      What was his name again?
    

    
      Ah, I remember.
    

    
      ‘Devo Wagner.’
    

    
      Max Wagner's younger brother.
    

    
      ‘It seems they had planned to hunt Ferdons together before the evaluation.’
    

    
      Watching them tend to the trap together, it was clear they had done it more than once.
    

    
      It was a good method.
    

    
      Most of the cadets were probably moving in pairs like that.
    

    
      Just then, the guy next to Devo opened his mouth.
    

    
      “Anyway, I was right, wasn't I, Devo?”
    

    
      “Huh? About what.”
    

    
      “Hey. Are you going to pretend you don't know? I told you Ivan would win. So, hurry up and give it to me. 1 gold.”
    

    
      “……Senior might make a comeback.”
    

    
      The guy chuckled and said.
    

    
      “Are you stupid? Can't you tell by looking at the flow? From the 1st mid-term tally to the 2nd mid-term tally just now. Ivan's rise is much steeper, how could Gerard-senior possibly make a comeback?”
    

    
      I scratched my head.
    

    
      It looks like those guys made a bet on me and Ivan.
    

    
      “Geez. Don't be so discouraged. I told you. No matter how great sunbaenim is, it's Ivan who's getting one-on-one lessons from Department Head Pirion, so what can sunbaenim do?”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “Alright, fine. Let’s say the bet with me is whatever. I know you like Gerard-senior. But you can give up your stubbornness in the group bet with the other kids, right? Huh? Or just don't participate at all. Why are you throwing away money?”
    

    
      ……What.
    

    
      They even made a group bet?
    

    
      So, they were doing their own sports betting.
    

    
      A dry laugh escaped me.
    

    
      ‘Are these guys really trying to become heroes?’
    

    
      Why do guys like them like gambling and games so much?
    

    
      And during the final evaluation season, which is an important time for them.
    

    
      ……Are they dopamine addicts?
    

    
      I was dumbfounded.
    

    
      ‘Well, right. It means it's an issue among the kids.’
    

    
      The rivalry between me and Ivan had been slowly taking shape since the mid-term evaluation, and after our conversation after the written exam yesterday became a rumor, that rivalry became even clearer.
    

    
      The story of who is stronger between two people has always been a favorite topic, regardless of age or gender.
    

    
      Because of this, it might not just be the cadets who were betting.
    

    
      ‘The professors probably did it too.’
    

    
      Perhaps, some people outside the Academy might also be watching this showdown.
    

    
      ‘Anyway, thanks, kid. For taking my side.’
    

    
      I chuckled, looking at Devo who had kept his loyalty.
    

    
      I don't know if it was because of the bond we had as team members since the Swamp Orcs, but that kid was particularly fond of me among the juniors, so he remained in my memory.
    

    
      At first, I had the upper hand over Ivan.
    

    
      It was only natural.
    

    
      My trashy image had been laundered a long time ago and since there were so many incidents I had taken the lead in solving, my standing among the 890th class was absolute.
    

    
      But when the story of Ivan receiving private special lectures from Department Head Pirion gradually spread, the tide turned.
    

    
      Just then, Devo, who had been quietly listening to his friend's bitter words, opened his mouth.
    

    
      “I don't regret it, Robin. 1 gold with you and 1 gold in the group bet. I bet a total of 2 gold, but I don't regret that money at all. Because I'm going to win it all.”
    

    
      “Whaat!? Are you crazy?”
    

    
      Devo's friend's eyes widened.
    

    
      “Why are you being so stubborn when it's all over?”
    

    
      “It’s not over. Ah. Robin, you haven't heard that saying, have you? It's not over until it's over.”
    

    
      “……Huh? What's that supposed to mean? Where did you hear such nonsense?”
    

    
      “You probably heard it from me.”
    

    
      The two gazes fly over and land on me as I walk out of the bushes.
    

    
      “Huk! G-Gerard-senior!’
    

    
      “……!”
    

    
      I approach the two who are startled.
    

    
      Devo has his mouth open, and next to him, Robin, was it?
    

    
      His face is almost pale.
    

    
      “Th-that is.”
    

    
      “It’s okay, it's okay. It's quite possible to judge it that way. There wouldn't be any subjective emotions in that judgment, right? It must be a decision made after calmly analyzing the surrounding factors and situation.”
    

    
      “Th-that’s right! Exactly!”
    

    
      “Then it’s fine.”
    

    
      I smiled and patted Robin's shoulder.
    

    
      Hahaha…… Robin also laughs awkwardly along with me.
    

    
      “However. The losses that come from that decision are also all your own to bear.”
    

    
      The guy froze in that grinning state.
    

    
      “Got it, Devo?”
    

    
      I looked back at Devo.
    

    
      “Yes, senior.”
    

    
      Devo answered energetically with an at-attention posture.
    

    
      “I didn't judge emotionally either! And even if I lose this bet, I will never blame or resent anyone. Because it's my choice! Actually, I'm not even thinking that I'll lose! Hehe.”
    

    
      I let out a small laugh at his bright demeanor.
    

    
      “By the way, senior! Are you perhaps going to snatch our feathers?”
    

    
      At Devo's innocent question, Robin, who had been sweating profusely next to him, turned pale.
    

    
      “Should I?”
    

    
      “It’s up to you, senior. But we won't give them up easily!”
    

    
      Saying so, Devo takes two steps back and gets into a fighting stance.
    

    
      Robin does the same.
    

    
      He fumbles for a moment but soon grips his weapon and watches me with a serious face.
    

    
      I thought for a moment and then asked.
    

    
      “How many do you two have?”
    

    
      “We have 10 combined, senior!”
    

    
      The answer was immediate.
    

    
      “Hey, you idiot Devo…… Ah, sorry. Anyway, Why would you say that!”
    

    
      I burst out laughing again.
    

    
      I had a feeling he would tell me everything.
    

    
      ‘10. That's quite a lot.’
    

    
      What should I do…….
    

    
      ***
    

    
      I parted with the kids.
    

    
      To get straight to the point, I didn't take the feathers.
    

    
      Just, putting aside the exam and the competition.
    

    
      It just didn't seem right to take away the results that my juniors had worked hard to get.
    

    
      It wasn't that Ivan was bad.
    

    
      As I said, attacking classmates and taking their feathers was one of the winning strategies.
    

    
      “It's embarrassing.”
    

    
      It was simply that.
    

    
      Do you catch the fast Ferdon and diligently collect the feathers?
    

    
      Or do you take the feathers that your classmates have?
    

    
      This was simply a matter of choice.
    

    
      The reason why duels between cadets were allowed was for this reason.
    

    
      “Right. It’s not wrong.”
    

    
      However, using the representative artifact used to catch evil, the ‘Tracker’s Seal’, to win an evaluation, on your own classmates, was actually a matter of controversy.
    

    
      So it's a matter of ethics.
    

    
      Imagine using equipment like handcuffs, tasers and batons, which should be used to catch criminals, on your own fellow police officers for personal gain.
    

    
      Of course, how to use the equipment is up to the owner, but it still didn't look good.
    

    
      Every object has its own purpose, and the ‘Tracker’s Seal’ was an artifact that was firmly established with the image of being used to catch villains.
    

    
      It was an act that could also tarnish the honor of the original owner, Pirion Lil.
    

    
      ‘On the other hand, it means he desperately wants to win, to the point of having to use it. Ivan wouldn't know that.’
    

    
      He doesn't care about the process.
    

    
      Because the world values results over the process anyway.
    

    
      And the world only remembers the 1st place.
    

    
      If you get 1st place today, you'll be close to being at the top of the semester.
    

    
      And if you become the top of the semester, it doesn't matter how you took the evaluation.
    

    
      “Certainly, he’s a completely different guy from the kind and righteous Ivan I played.”
    

    
      But this is right.
    

    
      Humans are beings that cannot be defined as just one thing.
    

    
      He may have been a perfect protagonist in 'Heroes of Frey', which was just a game, but not here.
    

    
      ‘Then…… does that mean he might not be the protagonist?’
    

    
      I got a little scared.
    

    
      So, I was just deluding myself that he had a destiny to save the world.
    

    
      In fact, that might not be the case…….
    

    
      “Ugh, that gives me the creeps.”
    

    
      I rubbed both my forearms with my hands and shook my head.
    

    
      That was a terrifying premise I didn't even want to think about.
    

    
      No matter what, Ivan had to be the protagonist who would save the world.
    

    
      If he, who was wrapped in all those cheat-like traits, were to pull a stunt like 'Actually, I'm not the protagonist, do whatever you want', that in itself would be a tragedy, a tragedy.
    

    
      “Stop. Enough of these unlucky thoughts.”
    

    
      I just used one Tracker's Seal, but I went too deep.
    

    
      Enough with the stray thoughts.
    

    
      Now, I decided to focus on the question of how to win.
    

    
      “There’s only an hour and a half left until the end of the exam.”
    

    
      The gap with Ivan is three feathers.
    

    
      No.
    

    
      It might have widened even more by now.
    

    
      While I'm racking my brain, my body is still moving diligently and catching Ferdons.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      Even if I do this, there's no way I can compete with Ivan, who is tracking specific kids with the Tracker's Seal and also tracking Ferdons.
    

    
      In that case, wouldn't it be fine to just hit Ivan himself?
    

    
      You might think.
    

    
      But that's only possible if I know where Ivan is in this vast forest.
    

    
      “And nine times out of ten, Ivan will know where I am. He’ll keep checking my location. Because he'll want to avoid a direct confrontation with me.”
    

    
      From Ivan's perspective, who was already ahead, there was no reason to have a direct confrontation with me.
    

    
      In that case, there was only one way.
    

    
      “I have no choice but to catch that.”
    

    
      The red Ferdon.
    

    
      The boss of this Ferdon Habitat and its long-time resident.
    

    
      Although its body was small like a cat's, the creature strangely used a special ability.
    

    
      It was a given that it was much nimbler and faster than a normal Ferdon.
    

    
      So the red Ferdon's feather was a precious item traded at a very high price, and although there were many hunters and mercenaries who wanted to get it, it was said that the number of humans who had actually seen it with their own eyes could be counted on one hand.
    

    
      That rarity was also reflected in this evaluation.
    

    
      Just before the evaluation began, the examiner, Supervising Professor Chaser, said.
    

    
      “The red Ferdon’s feather will count as 20 normal feathers. So for those of you who think you're 'lucky!', it might be a good idea to aim for that. Because you'll be in the top ranks right away. What you need to be careful of is that you can't catch that guy just by being lucky.”
    

    
      The cadets weren't fools, so there were no kids who wasted precious time trying to catch the red Ferdon from the beginning.
    

    
      “But I guess I have no choice but to be a fool.”
    

    
      I had never caught the red Ferdon in the original work either.
    

    
      In all those playthroughs, not even once.
    

    
      So this was an adventure even for me.
    

    
      But here, I had to attempt that adventure.
    

    
      “It's not like I'm completely without confidence, though.”
    

    
      Thanks to the numerous trials and errors I experienced in the original work, I already had in my head where the red Ferdon lived, what it liked, and how it moved.
    

    
      The reason I couldn't catch it was simply due to the difference in specs.
    

    
      The estimated agility stat of the red Ferdon is at least 120.
    

    
      In comparison, mine is 106.
    

    
      “But I have an artifact too.”
    

    
      If Ivan has the ‘Tracker’s Seal’ he received from Pirion.
    

    
      I have the ‘Star’s Blessing’ I received from the Dean.
    

    
      Star's Blessing.
    

    
      Its special ability, [Starlight], increases the wearer's all stats by 20% during the day and 50% at night.
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      To track a target using the ‘Tracker’s Seal’, you needed an object that the target possessed.
    

    
      A possession containing the target's scent or personal information.
    

    
      Among them, the most certain was, of course, a part of the target's body.
    

    
      Things like hair, eyebrows, or fingernails.
    

    
      Or even bloodstains or saliva.
    

    
      Once the target was identified, the ‘Tracker’s Seal’ would leave a ‘mark’ on the target, and that mark would inform the owner of the seal of the target's location.
    

    
      From here, the special ability [Despiser] was activated.
    

    
      When chasing someone with the mark, all stats increased by 10 percent.
    

    
      That's why Ivan was able to hunt Ferdons easily.
    

    
      No matter how timid and cautious a Ferdon was, there was nothing it could do about its shedding fur.
    

    
      The habitat was littered with traces, including the spiky fur of the Ferdon, on tree branches and in bushes.
    

    
      With the activation of the [Despiser] trait on top of that, Ivan was able to collect Ferdon feathers more easily than others.
    

    
      But it didn't end there.
    

    
      After checking the 1st mid-term tally.
    

    
      Ivan, who saw that Gerard was in 1st place, immediately executed his next planned move.
    

    
      That was to steal the feathers the cadets had collected over two hours.
    

    
      Before coming here, Ivan had put the personal information of three people into the ‘Tracker’s Seal’.
    

    
      The first was Gerard.
    

    
      Ivan, who knew that Gerard went for a run every morning, ran with him.
    

    
      And he put the sweat droplets Gerard had shed into the seal.
    

    
      The second was Guillaume.
    

    
      Guillaume was a classmate he had recently become close with, a friend he had been sparring with every day for about a month.
    

    
      Thanks to that, Guillaume's skills had improved by leaps and bounds in a month.
    

    
      But in any case, since they hung out a lot, it was easy to put his information into the seal.
    

    
      Ivan turned the ‘Tracker’s Seal’ on his finger.
    

    
      When the shape of the seal changed to a ‘9’, he infused mana into it, and a light shot out from the seal, pointing in a certain direction.
    

    
      It was where Guillaume was.
    

    
      “Guillaume.”
    

    
      Guillaume was not far away.
    

    
      Guillaume, who was just putting a Ferdon feather into his container, widened his eyes upon seeing Ivan appear behind him.
    

    
      “……Ivan? How are you here.”
    

    
      “Artifact.”
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      Guillaume nodded his head with a cry of realization.
    

    
      Guillaume was the first among the classmates to know that Ivan was receiving Department Head Pirion's attention.
    

    
      He also naturally knew that Ivan had received an artifact from Department Head Pirion because Ivan had told him.
    

    
      ‘In that case…….’
    

    
      Guillaume finished what he was doing and got up.
    

    
      And he looked straight at Ivan.
    

    
      “You're after my feathers.”
    

    
      Ivan did not deny it.
    

    
      “Don't take it the wrong way.”
    

    
      “Not at all. Why would that be wrong? It's one of the victory conditions that Professor Chaser mentioned.”
    

    
      Guillaume shrugged with a nonchalant expression.
    

    
      “You're fully qualified for that, Ivan.”
    

    
      Because you're strong.
    

    
      Guillaume swallowed his next words.
    

    
      “Thank you for understanding.”
    

    
      “Don't thank me. I'm the one who knows better than anyone that you want to beat Gerard-senior.”
    

    
      Guillaume clenched his fist, which was wearing a knuckle duster.
    

    
      Then he charged first.
    

    
      Thwack!
    

    
      Guillaume and Ivan collided.
    

    
      And the fight between the two was decided in less than 5 minutes.
    

    
      “Keuk.”
    

    
      Guillaume let out a groan and knelt on one knee.
    

    
      He was bleeding from his shoulder, knee, and thigh.
    

    
      It wasn't a big wound, but it was enough to hinder his movements, so the result was obvious if they fought any longer.
    

    
      Guillaume cleanly admitted defeat.
    

    
      “I lost.”
    

    
      It was nothing strange.
    

    
      It had always been like that.
    

    
      Guillaume had never once beaten Ivan.
    

    
      “Here.”
    

    
      Guillaume opened the container he had.
    

    
      Inside were six feathers.
    

    
      Ivan took it and put it in his own container, then turned his body without a word.
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      “Ivan.”
    

    
      “Yeah?”
    

    
      “Who's next? Is it Yuria?”
    

    
      Ivan stared at Guillaume.
    

    
      “Why do you think so?”
    

    
      “Because the person from whom you can most easily get information, after me, is Yuria.”
    

    
      He was right.
    

    
      Ivan mainly hung out with Guillaume, but he also hung out with Yuria a lot.
    

    
      Of course, because of Gerard, the frequency was significantly different compared to Guillaume.
    

    
      But it was also true that she was the easiest to get information from after Guillaume.
    

    
      “And Yuria. She seems to have a lot of feathers too.”
    

    
      Ivan smiled.
    

    
      “It's not Yuria.”
    

    
      “Really? Then who is it?”
    

    
      “Karina.”
    

    
      Ivan turned his body and headed for Karina.
    

    
      “Karina……? Karina Zain?”
    

    
      Guillaume, who was left alone, just tilted his head at the appearance of the unexpected name.
    

    
      In fact, it wasn't difficult to obtain Karina's personal information.
    

    
      It was because of her habitual brushing.
    

    
      Where Karina had brushed her hair, her hair remained and Ivan had engraved one of them on the seal.
    

    
      Karina, found that way, was quite far away.
    

    
      So the two of them met right after the 2nd mid-term tally.
    

    
      “Huh? Ivan……!”
    

    
      Seeing Ivan, who charged at her with his sword as soon as he saw her, Karina swung the staff she was holding.
    

    
      Whoosh, a huge flame soared in front of her.
    

    
      Ivan swung his sword at the flame.
    

    
      The sword, filled with an Aura Sword, easily tore through the flame and continued to slash at Karina.
    

    
      However, Karina was not where the flame had disappeared.
    

    
      “You underestimated me too much!”
    

    
      The voice came from the side.
    

    
      Karina, who had already distanced herself.
    

    
      And around her, a whopping six fireballs were flicking their scarlet tongues at Ivan.
    

    
      “Burn him.”
    

    
      Karina poured all the Splitting Explosion Spheres at Ivan.
    

    
      Kwa-wa-aaang──!
    

    
      With an explosion that shook the earth, hot air and smoke filled the open lot.
    

    
      She knew Ivan's skills well, so she already knew that he wouldn't die from something like this.
    

    
      ‘But even you won't be unharmed.’
    

    
      You'll have to rest for about half a day and get treated by Professor Ilai.
    

    
      “If you want to take tomorrow's exam, that is. Why did you have to pick a fight with me? You're so arrogant.”
    

    
      With a faint smile, Karina approached the slowly disappearing dust cloud.
    

    
      “Well, I’ll gratefully use the feathers you have……”
    

    
      But Karina's expression gradually hardened as she saw the silhouette revealed through the dust cloud.
    

    
      “……I was going to, but.”
    

    
      Ivan was unharmed.
    

    
      On the contrary, he was so clean that it even made her wonder, ‘Did I shoot the explosion spheres somewhere else and not at Ivan?’
    

    
      A translucent hemisphere was formed around Ivan's body.
    

    
      Karina, who realized its identity, widened her eyes.
    

    
      “……A-Aura Shield?”
    

    
      A vision that can only be used upon reaching the intermediate level of Aura Expert, and the exclusive property of a skilled knight.
    

    
      To break that and wound a knight's body, you had to use at least 5th Circle magic.
    

    
      ‘But the time…….’
    

    
      There was no way Ivan would wait for her to draw the formula.
    

    
      Ivan charged at Karina and swung his sword.
    

    
      Kkaang!
    

    
      She somehow managed to block it with her staff, but she couldn't block the powerful force contained within it.
    

    
      Karina, unable to overcome the force, fell backward.
    

    
      “Kyaak!”
    

    
      Ivan roughly snatched the staff and threw it far away.
    

    
      And he said coldly.
    

    
      “Hand over the feathers.”
    

    
      “D-don’t be ridiculous!”
    

    
      Karina shouted desperately.
    

    
      Ivan frowned.
    

    
      “Then I have no choice.”
    

    
      Ivan raised his sword.
    

    
      “What are you trying to do?”
    

    
      “Torture.”
    

    
      “What? A-are you crazy!?”
    

    
      “I don't want to do it either. I've never done it before. But if you don't give them to me, I have no choice.”
    

    
      Karina stared at Ivan's sword with trembling eyes.
    

    
      The tip of Ivan's sword was aimed at her smooth calf.
    

    
      It wouldn't be life-threatening, but the pain of her skin being cut would be considerable.
    

    
      Especially since Karina was not used to pain.
    

    
      In fact, it couldn't even be called torture.
    

    
      A torture expert would laugh at how cute it was.
    

    
      But this method of torture unexpectedly worked well on Karina, as she had considerable confidence in her snow-white skin and beautiful legs.
    

    
      She had grown up being praised as a work of art, and now a scratch on her sculpture-like legs?
    

    
      ‘I-I absolutely hate that……!’
    

    
      It was when Karina was conflicted.
    

    
      Ttaang!
    

    
      An object that flew from somewhere strongly hit Ivan's sword.
    

    
      “……!”
    

    
      The object was surprisingly a tree branch.
    

    
      Ivan lifted his head.
    

    
      Before he knew it, a female cadet was standing in front of Karina.
    

    
      Her, with her bright blonde hair and a charming mole by her lips.
    

    
      “Kya-hat. What are you guys doing? I want to join too.”
    

    
      It was Rachel.
    

    
      A faint annoyance appeared in Ivan's eyes.
    

    
      “What are you doing, Rachel? Get out of the way.”
    

    
      “Whyy? Let's play together.”
    

    
      Saying so, Rachel, who had brought it at some point, returned Karina's staff, which Ivan had thrown, back to Karina.
    

    
      “What's with this idiot?”
    

    
      “Hehe. In times like these, you're just supposed to say thank you, Karina.”
    

    
      “Are you crazy? Ask for something you can get. You idiot.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      Looking at the bickering two women, Ivan closed his eyes.
    

    
      He quickly calculates in his head.
    

    
      Looking at the situation at hand, it was a gain.
    

    
      Rachel, whom he had seen in the 2nd mid-term tally, was 9th with 11 feathers.
    

    
      By now, she would have more.
    

    
      If he added Karina's to that, it was a sure thing that he would be 1st place.
    

    
      But.
    

    
      “Hmm? Gerard. Don't tell me you think you can beat the two of us─?”
    

    
      The problem was that.
    

    
      Ivan was not confident.
    

    
      Of course, he was confident he could win against the two of them, but he couldn't just go easy on them.
    

    
      ‘One of them could get seriously injured.’
    

    
      If that happened, he would be disqualified.
    

    
      Greed would bring disaster.
    

    
      And another thing was time.
    

    
      The exam time, which was now less than an hour.
    

    
      If he couldn't subdue the two of them within this time, Gerard, who had collected Ferdon feathers in the meantime, could rise to 1st place.
    

    
      ‘What should I do?’
    

    
      Should he be greedy and take the risk to secure 1st place for sure?
    

    
      Or would it be better to diligently hunt Ferdons now?
    

    
      What solved this dilemma was, surprisingly, Rachel.
    

    
      “But, Ivan. Do you have time for this?”
    

    
      “Hmm?”
    

    
      “No. I met Gerard-senior before I came here.”
    

    
      At the words that followed, Ivan turned his body without a second thought.
    

    
      “Gerard-senior. He was catching the red Ferdon.”
    

    
      The red Ferdon's feather.
    

    
      If that fell into Gerard's hands, it was certain that 1st place would be Gerard's.
    

    
      ……That had to be stopped.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Kiyaoo!
    

    
      I could see a silhouette fleeing through the bushes.
    

    
      Fleeing with such incredible speed that it left only a whitish afterimage, it had an appearance similar to a small cat.
    

    
      The red Ferdon.
    

    
      On its forehead was a sparkling feather, and every time the feather emitted light, a mana bolt flew out and attacked me.
    

    
      Thump!
    

    
      But right now, I was in a state where all my stats were increased by 20 percent by using [Starlight].
    

    
      It had the drawback of only lasting for 1 minute, but that was enough.
    

    
      I dodge the pouring mana bolts and catch up to the red Ferdon.
    

    
      And at last.
    

    
      ‘Caught you……!’
    

    
      It was when my hand grabbed the creature's leg.
    

    
      Swish!
    

    
      A sword falling on my wrist came into view.
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      With a "kkaang-" sound, the man's sword, which was striking Gerard's wrist, was deflected.
    

    
      “……!”
    

    
      The man was, of course, Ivan.
    

    
      As soon as Ivan heard the situation from Rachel, he found Gerard with the Tracker's Seal and luckily, he was able to arrive just before Gerard caught the red Ferdon.
    

    
      So he immediately began to interfere.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      ‘He deflected it. With his sword.’
    

    
      His wrist, holding the sword, throbbed.
    

    
      He was the one who had struck.
    

    
      It felt like he had stupidly struck a hard lump of iron without any technique.
    

    
      What was most surprising was the sword speed with which he had noticed and blocked the surprise attack.
    

    
      ‘To think he could parry that.’
    

    
      Of course, the blade of Ivan's sword, striking Gerard's hand, was laid flat.
    

    
      He hadn't intended to cut him, but only to prevent him from catching the red Ferdon.
    

    
      So it was slower than his usual slashes.
    

    
      ‘Nevertheless, the timing should have been perfect.’
    

    
      Gerard was completely focused on the red Ferdon, so the surprise attack should have succeeded.
    

    
      ‘I guess a senior is a senior.’
    

    
      Ivan looked ahead.
    

    
      There, Gerard was standing still, staring at him.
    

    
      With a relaxed smile.
    

    
      “Too bad, huh?”
    

    
      Gerard waved his hand.
    

    
      Between his fingers was a red feather.
    

    
      The red Ferdon's feather.
    

    
      Seeing that, Ivan's face visibly hardened.
    

    
      “Hmph.”
    

    
      Gerard took out the container as if to show off and put the red feather in it.
    

    
      With that, the evaluation was as good as over.
    

    
      The 1st place was decided.
    

    
      Gerard.
    

    
      The time remaining until the end of the exam was 40 minutes.
    

    
      If he started catching Ferdons or taking feathers from his classmates like his feet were on fire, could he turn it around?
    

    
      Ivan shook his head.
    

    
      It was all a futile effort.
    

    
      ‘To forcefully pluck the feather even as a sword was falling on his hand.’
    

    
      That was an action that could only be done because he was confident in his own skills, and the more Ivan thought about it, the more amazing Gerard seemed.
    

    
      ‘I thought I had caught up a lot, but was it just my delusion?’
    

    
      No.
    

    
      It could be and it couldn't be.
    

    
      Because the exam wasn't over yet.
    

    
      Ivan first bowed his head and apologized to Gerard.
    

    
      “First, I’d like to apologize to you, senior, for the sudden surprise attack.”
    

    
      “Hmm? It's fine. It's an exam and a competition, isn't it.”
    

    
      Gerard continued.
    

    
      “And you. You're in a hurry.”
    

    
      At Gerard's meaningful words, Ivan looked at him for a moment and then let out a small laugh.
    

    
      “That's right. As you said, sunbaenim, I'm a bit in a hurry right now.”
    

    
      Ivan raised his sword and pointed it at Gerard.
    

    
      There was no further conversation.
    

    
      Because Ivan's action was enough to convey the meaning.
    

    
      I will take your feathers.
    

    
      The remaining time was now about 35 minutes.
    

    
      Since it was now Ivan who was pressed for time, he was the one who moved first.
    

    
      Pabat!
    

    
      Ivan's body seemed to disappear from Gerard's sight, and immediately his vision flashed.
    

    
      Gerard took a step back with light footwork.
    

    
      At the same time, he swung his sword forward.
    

    
      Kkaang, a fierce spark flew and the two swords crossed.
    

    
      In that moment, the gazes of the two men intertwined in the air along with their swords.
    

    
      The two instinctively realized.
    

    
      That they had both been eagerly waiting for this moment.
    

    
      According to the Academy regulations, duels between cadets were strictly prohibited, except for designated lectures or with the observation of a professor.
    

    
      This was to prepare for any possible accidents.
    

    
      But that was literally just a regulation.
    

    
      The Academy grounds were vast, and since there weren't eyes of surveillance everywhere, the cadets were secretly dueling.
    

    
      The professors knew about it but were turning a blind eye.
    

    
      Ivan would sometimes duel with Guillaume, Yuria, and occasionally Gwyn.
    

    
      But deep in his heart, the opponent he truly wanted to duel with was someone else.
    

    
      Right.
    

    
      It was Gerard.
    

    
      However, Gerard was a senior.
    

    
      For a junior to ask for a duel first, and one that was a violation of the regulations at that, was beyond being rude, it was an act outside of common sense.
    

    
      ‘I'll get a chance someday.’
    

    
      He had been waiting like that.
    

    
      And at last, that chance came.
    

    
      Kiiiing!
    

    
      A bluish energy formed on Ivan's sword.
    

    
      Soon, a powerful energy enveloped the blade, and a low humming sound flowed from the sword.
    

    
      Aura Sword.
    

    
      Ivan's full power.
    

    
      Gerard's choice upon seeing that was to avoid clashing swords as much as possible.
    

    
      He had no choice.
    

    
      Because unless it was a sword made by a renowned master of the empire, a famous sword, or an artifact, there was no sword that could maintain its form after receiving an Aura Sword.
    

    
      The sword Gerard was currently using was, unfortunately, a common factory-made longsword.
    

    
      Three times was the maximum.
    

    
      It was clear that it wouldn't be able to withstand more than that and would break.
    

    
      No.
    

    
      He had already used one chance to deflect Ivan's attack, which had stabbed in from an unexpected path, so now there were two left.
    

    
      Kwaang!
    

    
      Gerard's sword visibly wavered.
    

    
      And seeing that, Ivan's eyes lit up.
    

    
      ‘I have a chance!’
    

    
      In the end, Department Head Pirion's guess was right.
    

    
      Department Head Pirion had once said.
    

    
      That Gerard had never once produced an Aura Sword and it seemed he couldn't use it.
    

    
      That occasionally, swordsmen who were constitutionally unable to use an Aura Sword would appear.
    

    
      The flower of a knight is the Aura Sword.
    

    
      If you couldn't use it, that in itself was a huge drawback and weakness.
    

    
      Therefore, their end was decided.
    

    
      Obsolescence.
    

    
      It was a regrettable thing, but that's why Ivan evaluated Gerard even more highly.
    

    
      Because he had achieved all those numerous accomplishments without an Aura Sword.
    

    
      But that was that.
    

    
      Right now, he was an opponent he had to fight and win against.
    

    
      Ivan, who had identified the weakness, built up his momentum even more and pushed Gerard.
    

    
      Gerard, who was restricted by the fact that he couldn't block the sword, was pushed back relentlessly, so to a third party's eyes, it looked as if Ivan had a firm grip on victory.
    

    
      However, there was something strange.
    

    
      That was that Gerard's expression was excessively calm.
    

    
      A face that didn't look like someone in a crisis at all.
    

    
      It didn't take long for Ivan to realize the sense of unease that came from that.
    

    
      ‘He’s not flustered……?’
    

    
      Ivan, who met Gerard's eyes, frowned.
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      A dull sound erupted from his thigh, and a heavy pain rushed in.
    

    
      Thwack!
    

    
      It was Gerard's kick.
    

    
      ‘Hmph!’
    

    
      Ivan suppressed a groan and lifted his head.
    

    
      Gerard's posture had changed.
    

    
      His right hand, holding the longsword, was behind him, and his clenched left fist was extended forward.
    

    
      It was similar to the appearance of a martial artist awkwardly trying to use a sword, so Ivan was momentarily puzzled, but he soon grasped Gerard's intention.
    

    
      ‘He intends to drag me into a martial arts showdown.’
    

    
      Since he couldn't do anything about the gap that came from the presence or absence of an Aura Sword, his plan was to drag him into a martial arts fight and settle it there.
    

    
      ‘I’m sorry, but that won’t happen.’
    

    
      Ivan was also quite confident in his martial arts, but he didn't want to give up his advantageous environment.
    

    
      So he drew up his aura and swung his sword.
    

    
      It was from then on.
    

    
      That Ivan began to be beaten one-sidedly.
    

    
      Thwack! Thwack!
    

    
      Thwack thwack!
    

    
      Gerard's body was flexible and fast.
    

    
      And it was strange.
    

    
      His knees, thighs, forearms, shoulders, and even the back of his hands.
    

    
      There was nothing he didn't use, and Ivan was helplessly beaten by the completely unexpected attack methods.
    

    
      “Keuk.”
    

    
      Ivan, who almost fell after losing his balance from a light push on his heel, clenched his teeth.
    

    
      And he immediately unleashed the sword he was learning from Pirion.
    

    
      The rising sword is called [Falcon Sword].
    

    
      True to the name attached to the swordsmanship, Ivan's sword swooped down toward Gerard's shoulder like a single falcon, and at that sudden change, Gerard also had no choice but to raise his sword.
    

    
      Taaaang──!
    

    
      A strong and clear sound that echoed through the open lot.
    

    
      That was the sound of Gerard's longsword breaking.
    

    
      ‘I got him.’
    

    
      Seeing the other sword fragment, which had been broken in half, rise above his head, Ivan sensed that it was time to finish him.
    

    
      So, it was the moment he was about to put strength into his waist and bring his sword to Gerard's chest.
    

    
      Thwack, something strongly hit the blade.
    

    
      It was the hilt of the sword, which was only half left.
    

    
      Gerard swung it to parry Ivan's sword and then, he grabbed the broken sword fragment that was just then falling and aimed it at Ivan's Adam's apple.
    

    
      ……A heavy silence pressed down on the open lot.
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      Ivan gently closed his eyes at the cool sensation on his neck.
    

    
      The situation was clear.
    

    
      He had lost.
    

    
      And completely at that.
    

    
      Was this the plan from the beginning?
    

    
      Was the martial arts showdown a bait?
    

    
      Was he planning to sacrifice his sword from the beginning and draw this kind of finish?
    

    
      Or was it a result of a series of split-second decisions based on the time and situation?
    

    
      “……I lost, Gerard-senior.”
    

    
      Whatever it was, it was undeniable that he was amazing.
    

    
      At the same time, the bell signaling the end of the exam echoed through the forest.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “Alright, you all worked hard today, so go back and rest well or prepare well for tomorrow's exam. Then, dismissed!”
    

    
      Chaser Idna took the collected feather containers from the cadets and went back.
    

    
      As he disappeared, sighs erupted from among the cadets.
    

    
      It was a sigh shed by the majority who were not satisfied with their exam results.
    

    
      But among them, there were cadets who expressed cheers and joy, and those were the cadets who had bet on Gerard.
    

    
      “I knew my gut feeling was right.”
    

    
      “See? I told you sunbaenim would win.”
    

    
      “It’s not over until it’s over. Remember that. Uh-hee-hee!”
    

    
      Guillaume, who was silently watching Devo, who was excitedly teasing his crestfallen friend, soon looked around.
    

    
      Now all the classmates were talking about it.
    

    
      The showdown between Ivan and Gerard.
    

    
      And Gerard's victory.
    

    
      Professor Chaser had told them who had placed from 1st to 10th, and among them, 1st place was Gerard.
    

    
      He didn't tell them the number of feathers.
    

    
      So the main topic of conversation around, along with the betting, was filled with speculation about ‘how did Gerard-sunbaenim make a comeback?’
    

    
      Guillaume had not made a bet.
    

    
      But he was just as curious about the latter.
    

    
      ‘Ivan was clearly ahead in the 2nd mid-term tally. How did Gerard-senior make a comeback?’
    

    
      They were tied in the 1st mid-term tally and Ivan was ahead in the 2nd mid-term tally, so according to the flow, Ivan should have won.
    

    
      ‘Something happened between the two of them just before the end of the exam.’
    

    
      That was the only way it could be interpreted.
    

    
      And this interpretation was not limited to just Guillaume.
    

    
      Aside from the suddenly reversed rankings compared to the 2nd mid-term tally.
    

    
      The wounds were all over Ivan's clothes.
    

    
      And Gerard's sword, which had been broken in two, was enough to suggest that the two had clashed properly.
    

    
      Especially Gerard's longsword, broken in half, quickly became a hot topic among the kids.
    

    
      “What happened?”
    

    
      “Can’t you tell just by looking? The sword is broken. So Ivan won the fight.”
    

    
      “What nonsense. Then what about the exam?”
    

    
      “The exam was about collecting feathers, so Gerard-senior must have collected more feathers.”
    

    
      “Wow. He's really talking shit because he doesn't want to give me the money. Fucking hell.”
    

    
      As the speculation about the results was gradually heading into a labyrinth, Guillaume looked for Ivan.
    

    
      Finding Ivan was easy.
    

    
      Ivan was sitting alone on a rock.
    

    
      As Guillaume approached, Ivan lifted his head.
    

    
      “Guillaume. Sorry. I lost.”
    

    
      “Don’t be sorry. It happens.”
    

    
      Guillaume shrugged and sat down next to him.
    

    
      “The kids must be really angry. I heard they bet on me.”
    

    
      “It’s not like you told them to bet, they bet on their own. Why would they be angry?”
    

    
      “Hmm. Is that so?”
    

    
      “Yeah. It is.”
    

    
      Ivan scratched his head awkwardly.
    

    
      At times like these, he was just like any other person his age.
    

    
      A sight that was quite different from the Ivan he had seen in the exam grounds.
    

    
      Well, but this was this guy's charm.
    

    
      Thinking that, Guillaume immediately asked what he had been curious about.
    

    
      “Anyway, what happened?”
    

    
      “What about?”
    

    
      “What the kids are talking about now.”
    

    
      “Aah. That?”
    

    
      Ivan, who let out a small laugh, told him what had happened just before.
    

    
      Guillaume, who had been listening silently, patted Ivan's shoulder after the story ended.
    

    
      “You almost won, then.”
    

    
      “……Did you even listen to my story properly, Guillaume?”
    

    
      *“Yeah. I listened properly. If you had enough time, and if it wasn't for the special situation of snatching feathers, I think you would have won.”
    

    
      Ivan gave a bitter smile.
    

    
      He was grateful for Guillaume's consideration, but in any case, the result of defeat did not change.
    

    
      If you were to argue, he had even borrowed the power of the artifact, the ‘Tracker’s Seal’.
    

    
      “But Ivan. Why do you want to beat sunbae so much?”
    

    
      Just then, Yuria came into Ivan's sight.
    

    
      Yuria was talking with someone.
    

    
      Guillaume, who was silently watching Ivan's appearance, sighed and changed the subject.
    

    
      “Well, right. Still, you gained something, right? At this rate, if you have a little more time, you'll be able to catch up. Isn't that enough? There's always another chance.”
    

    
      Looking at the laughing Yuria, Ivan answered bitterly.
    

    
      “I hope so.”
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      The surroundings are noisy.
    

    
      It’s all about me and Ivan.
    

    
      The kids who bet money on the outcome and won are smiling brightly and happy, while the ones who lost are all groaning.
    

    
      ‘Tsk tsk. You should have trusted this body.’
    

    
      It’s all karma, karma.
    

    
      Well, among them, there was a kid who made the absurd claim, ‘In a real fight, it seems Gerard-senior, whose sword broke, lost. Then isn’t this match invalid?’
    

    
      However.
    

    
      “Are you kidding me?”
    

    
      “Are you really going to be that pathetic?”
    

    
      “That’s a bit much, even for us……”
    

    
      “Hey, hey. Just don’t give the money. I won’t take it because it’s dirty and from now on, you’re excluded from the betting.”
    

    
      As curses poured in from the surroundings like a bomb, he voluntarily shut his mouth.
    

    
      I thought it was possible to accept the results like that.
    

    
      But that was it, there were no further impressions.
    

    
      I could have told them the truth, but why bother.
    

    
      I was just holding the broken longsword without much thought.
    

    
      I could have thrown it away in the Ferdon Habitat, but if I put it in my subspace, I thought Clatter would use it for throwing later.
    

    
      So I opened my subspace and put it inside.
    

    
      In the middle of it, I felt someone's gaze.
    

    
      It was Devo.
    

    
      “Thank you!”
    

    
      He smiled brightly and waved and I answered by smiling back at him.
    

    
      “Senior!”
    

    
      And Yuria came over.
    

    
      “Congratulations.”
    

    
      I let out a small laugh.
    

    
      “What’s there to congratulate? The final exam is tomorrow. It’s not over yet.”
    

    
      “Still. You're 1st place until today.”
    

    
      “Hmm. That’s true.”
    

    
      I won't deny it.
    

    
      The results of the written evaluation from the first day haven't come out yet, but it's a given that it'll be a perfect score.
    

    
      As long as I don't mess up the final exam tomorrow, there's a high probability that I'll be at the top of the Martial Arts Department.
    

    
      “By the way, are you okay?”
    

    
      “What about?”
    

    
      “Your body. Are you not hurt anywhere?”
    

    
      Would it be too strange and out of the blue if I was moved here?
    

    
      No, why.
    

    
      All the other kids are only interested in the betting and the showdown with Ivan, but only one person.
    

    
      Only Yuria is worried about my body.
    

    
      ‘Keuh, as expected. My right hand!’
    

    
      Personality, looks, talent.
    

    
      She lacks nothing, and on top of that, she has high loyalty.
    

    
      I am proud and admirable of myself.
    

    
      My insight in discovering and nurturing such talent early on.
    

    
      Just then, Yuria called me with a strange look in her eyes.
    

    
      “……Senior.”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      “Why are you suddenly smiling so creepily?”
    

    
      I quickly fixed my expression.
    

    
      “Because I’m hungry. Ahem. Let’s go eat.”
    

    
      After that, I ate with Yuria and then stopped by the Research Wing and bought a sword from the armory inside.
    

    
      It was the same general factory-made longsword.
    

    
      I thought about getting a proper one, but unless it was a unique-grade or higher artifact, they were all about the same.
    

    
      Also, there was Evan’s teaching that a weapon is just a means to kill people.
    

    
      Afterward, I went straight back to my dorm and collapsed on my bed.
    

    
      “That was close.”
    

    
      I mutter, looking up at the ceiling.
    

    
      Right.
    

    
      Thinking about it again, it was close.
    

    
      Before I knew it, my eyes were not on the ceiling, but chasing after the red Ferdon.
    

    
      Finding the creature wasn't difficult.
    

    
      I already knew about its hiding place.
    

    
      In the middle of chasing it, a single sword suddenly popped out from the side.
    

    
      ……Honestly, it was a close call.
    

    
      If my judgment had been just a little bit later.
    

    
      No, it's not a matter of judgment or anything.
    

    
      It's a much higher dimension, the level of instinct imprinted in the nerves of the body.
    

    
      Before my brain had properly recognized the crisis, my body was already moving.
    

    
      Chwaang!
    

    
      With the hand holding the sword, I deflect Ivan's surprise attack, and with the other hand, I accelerate and take the red Ferdon's feather.
    

    
      The feeling I felt in that instant was clearly similar to the feeling when I was swinging a sword in the realm of the unconscious.
    

    
      “It means the special training I received from Evan for a month was effective.”
    

    
      It was the same when I fought Ivan later.
    

    
      Ivan in this world-line had achieved explosive growth incomparable to the original work, thanks to having placed the growth trait [Competitive Spirit] on me.
    

    
      And that was a level that comfortably surpassed my expected range.
    

    
      “I thought I could just crush him with my level.”
    

    
      It's a given that a high level means high stats.
    

    
      In preparation for times like these, I had solved requests and swept up magical beasts and villains, raising my level to the point where it could be called power leveling.
    

    
      No matter how much experience is shared through [Competitive Spirit], a gap is bound to be created.
    

    
      And I thought that a gap of that extent would be able to make up for the gap of the Aura Sword.
    

    
      But it wasn't easy.
    

    
      Ah. 
    

    
      Come to think of it, the [Despise] of the Tracker's Seal must have been activated.
    

    
      “No wonder.”
    

    
      Artifacts are indeed a cheat.
    

    
      To the point where it can easily reduce the gap in levels that I had worked so hard to raise.
    

    
      Of course, I also have the artifact ‘Star’s Blessing’.
    

    
      “It’s a pity. The effect of [Starlight] ended right there.”
    

    
      If [Starlight] had been maintained for just 10 more seconds, I would have been able to beat Ivan more easily.
    

    
      To sum it up, Evan's special training was of great help.
    

    
      “So when is he coming?”
    

    
      How long has it been since Evan left?
    

    
      I'm getting greedy, hoping he'll come back soon and train me, and especially Luis and Dayle at the Lunatic.
    

    
      And rightly so, our Shadow is currently operating as a small, elite system.
    

    
      But in terms of combat power, there's a slightly embarrassing aspect to attaching the word ‘elite’.
    

    
      Luis does his part well.
    

    
      But considering the level of the enemies we'll be facing in the future, there's a definite sense that he's falling behind.
    

    
      And on top of that, his training volume must have decreased with all the work he has to handle these days.
    

    
      He needs to get stronger.
    

    
      Dayle is…… uh.
    

    
      It’s not even worth talking about.
    

    
      “Come to think of it, he's the real item-dependent one.”
    

    
      I chuckled and thought about the final exam tomorrow.
    

    
      The task is to catch villains.
    

    
      The overall setting starts with 10 villains who have come to the Academy's Research Wing for research purposes, escaping.
    

    
      So we have to catch them, and the score is given based on contribution and performance.
    

    
      It goes without saying, but they weren't real villains.
    

    
      The villains' identities were the 887th class, 4th-year cadets, and among them, the top-ranking kids were disguised as villains.
    

    
      The contribution scoring is also done by them as they fight with the cadets.
    

    
      Professors are stationed in case of any accidents, but the skill gap is so large that the chances of an accident happening are extremely low.
    

    
      “It’ll be fun.”
    

    
      I didn't have a particular plan on how to take the exam.
    

    
      Just as I've always done.
    

    
      No matter how much the 887th class are veterans who have completed the entire Academy curriculum and have had countless real-life experiences, in my eyes, they are just the same cadets.
    

    
      At best, they are at the level of apprentice knights.
    

    
      ‘They’ll be a little stronger than Ivan, or about the same.’
    

    
      They might not be.
    

    
      Because Ivan is such a cheat character.
    

    
      “I guess I'll just catch a villain or two…… and naturally become the top of the class.”
    

    
      Then, a thought suddenly came to me.
    

    
      What's next?
    

    
      After I become the top of the class, what do I do next?
    

    
      ‘I am…….’
    

    
      In any case, I am a thief.
    

    
      And the master of that place, who must revive a ruined thief guild.
    

    
      I don't wish to be a hero or a knight and I can't even become one.
    

    
      Of course, I have no thoughts of graduating from the Academy.
    

    
      The reason I'm working so hard despite that is to launder my image.
    

    
      No.
    

    
      It's different now.
    

    
      I tried to launder my image and as those around me recognized and acknowledged my efforts, I unknowingly began to blend into this Academy life.
    

    
      I can no longer deny that the peace, sense of belonging, and satisfaction that come from it are considerable.
    

    
      It was the same just now.
    

    
      Seeing the kids be happy because of me, and congratulating me, made me happy and feel good too.
    

    
      ‘But I can't be like this forever.’
    

    
      There is always an end.
    

    
      Someday, I'll have to say goodbye to this Academy.
    

    
      As I lay there, thinking about this and that, I must have dozed off without realizing it.
    

    
      Thump! Thump!
    

    
      At the sound of knocking on the window, my eyes shot open.
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      I drew the curtains and opened the window.
    

    
      On the railing, there was a note from the sewer.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      ‘Has the death flag really not disappeared?’
    

    
      That was the question that popped into my head as soon as I saw the note requesting an urgent meeting.
    

    
      There's only one reason.
    

    
      An urgent request.
    

    
      I can roughly guess the content of the request by recalling the original work.
    

    
      But what's unsettling is that this is an urgent request.
    

    
      Why?
    

    
      An urgent request is literally ‘urgent’, a name used when a situation completely different from the plan unfolds and it needs to be resolved quickly.
    

    
      But right now, it's the final evaluation season at the Academy.
    

    
      This important event, which happens only twice a year, and once a semester, can it be unplanned?
    

    
      ‘No way.’
    

    
      The terror, purpose and content of what needs to be done during this final evaluation must already be detailed in their plan, ‘Raid the Academy’.
    

    
      But there has been no mention of that terror until now, and for them to request an urgent meeting on the last day, what on earth does that mean?
    

    
      ‘The plan has gone awry for some reason.’
    

    
      This was the only conclusion.
    

    
      And that 'some reason' had a high probability of being quite important and serious.
    

    
      To the point of setting aside the cult's great cause of ‘Raid the Academy’.
    

    
      ‘Then it must be different from the flow of the original work that I know.’
    

    
      In other words, there was a high probability that it wasn't a death flag.
    

    
      “I'll know when I get there.”
    

    
      I immediately left the Academy and headed for the Sewer District of Icata.
    

    
      Tadak!
    

    
      The first thing I felt upon entering the sewer was a sense of unease.
    

    
      And that unease grew stronger as I got closer to the meeting place, Guartes's laboratory, and soon, I was able to realize what the source of the unease was.
    

    
      ‘Besides Guartes, there’s someone else here.’
    

    
      It wasn't Rachel.
    

    
      A sticky death that was flowing from the laboratory filled the entire waterway.
    

    
      It seemed that someone from the Death Council had come.
    

    
      “O-oh, you’ve come, Master?”
    

    
      And I was soon able to face him.
    

    
      “Greetings, Master of Shadow.”
    

    
      As soon as I saw him, a strong question arose again.
    

    
      ‘Grand Disciple Margo.’
    

    
      There were many High Clerics in the cult, but I couldn't forget this guy.
    

    
      Because he was Bishop Cristiano's Grand Disciple and right-hand man.
    

    
      A guy in the same position as the Darkness Council's Galbart, who died in the mid-term evaluation.
    

    
      ‘Why is this guy here?’
    

    
      For now, I readjusted my skull mask and took a seat with Guartes's guidance.
    

    
      “Do you know who I am?”
    

    
      Margo asked.
    

    
      I don't know the intention of the question, but for now, I'll rack my brain.
    

    
      When he helped Bishop Cristiano, did Gerard meet him?
    

    
      There was a high probability.
    

    
      Since Margo also serves Bishop Cristiano.
    

    
      When I nodded, a strange smile spread across his snake-like face.
    

    
      “Is that so? That's strange. This is the first time we've met.”
    

    
      So that's how it was.
    

    
      But so what?
    

    
      As I sat still and stared at him, Margo smiled slyly and said.
    

    
      “Right, right. There's nothing you don't know, is there.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “Tsk. Well, I was just curious. Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Margo.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “So stiff?”
    

    
      Margo glanced at Guartes, who was standing beside him.
    

    
      Guartes, who was standing between us, didn't know what to do.
    

    
      He was just sweating and darting his eyes around.
    

    
      Still, if I had to choose, I liked Guartes more than the snake bastard in front of me.
    

    
      “What's the business?”
    

    
      I went straight to the point.
    

    
      “What do you think? It's a request.”
    

    
      With a small laugh, Margo took a request form out of his bosom.
    

    
      “Tomorrow. Ah, time has passed, so is it today? Anyway, we are planning a terror attack in the final exam today and there's something you have to do there, it's written there, so please read it.”
    

    
      I took the request form and immediately checked the contents.
    

    
      And my eyes widened.
    

    
      ‘……It's the same.’
    

    
      With the flow of the original work.
    

    
      The final event where Gerard's death flag is set.
    

    
      The same future was written in this.
    

    
      ‘What is this?’
    

    
      My head went blank as if hit by a hammer at the sudden confusion.
    

    
      And at the same time, I heard a sound from far away.
    

    
      It was the sound of a clock.
    

    
      Tick-tock.
    

    
      It was the sound of the clock hand of fate, which I thought had stopped moving.
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      No.
    

    
      I just averted my gaze and closed my ears, but for all I know, that ticking clock of death might have been moving since before.
    

    
      “What's the matter? Is there something strange in the request?”
    

    
      Just then, Margo asked.
    

    
      He was observing me with his reptile-like eyes.
    

    
      “Or are you not satisfied with the pay?”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “Aha. I've received a report. They say when you are given an urgent request like this, you demand more than the set pay. Is that right, Guartes?”
    

    
      At Margo's question, Guartes flinched and trembled, then nodded his head.
    

    
      “Th-that's right, but…… it's not like he raised the price to an unreasonable extent.”
    

    
      “I’m sure. But why are you so scared? Am I going to eat you? We're on the same side, the same side.”
    

    
      “I-I'm sorry.”
    

    
      “Tsk.”
    

    
      Margo, who had clicked his tongue, turned his head back to me.
    

    
      “Master. It seems you're not satisfied with the pay, so why don't you name your price. I'll match it for you. Just sitting there and staring at me won't tell me what you're thinking.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “I said, try speaking.”
    

    
      So I asked.
    

    
      “Why not Gerard?”
    

    
      “……Pardon?”
    

    
      “I asked, why not Gerard.”
    

    
      Margo's head tilted to the side.
    

    
      “What's that all of a sudden?”
    

    
      I shook the request form.
    

    
      “What the cult wants from me is to draw Ivan's attention, isn't it.”
    

    
      “That’s right, that. Strange. You read it well.”
    

    
      “But why Ivan? And not Gerard.”
    

    
      The content was long and complicated, but the cult's demand could be summarized as this.
    

    
      Bait.
    

    
      While they, who had infiltrated the Academy, were busy carrying out their terror, they wanted me to draw Ivan's attention.
    

    
      The reason was that Ivan was a very annoying existence who had interfered with the cult's events several times.
    

    
      Of course, getting rid of Ivan was no big deal for the cult.
    

    
      They could have dispatched a few of the High Clerics who were aiming for promotion to Bishop, or just dispatched a Bishop.
    

    
      The problem was that Ivan rarely left the Academy.
    

    
      If they were to dispatch a Bishop-level force and that Bishop were to be caught by the professors and lost, there would be no greater loss for the cult.
    

    
      What the cult wanted was to achieve the maximum result with the minimum investment of power.
    

    
      So the cult was trying to attach me, who fights well and runs away well, to Ivan and to deal with the 890th class cadets, who were called the golden generation, with other forces.
    

    
      The flow of 'Heroes of Frey' was also like this.
    

    
      During the final exam, the thief Gerard, who appeared on campus, approached Ivan and provoked him.
    

    
      But he was caught by the player-controlled Ivan, got into a fight, his identity was revealed and he was defeated on the spot.
    

    
      This was Gerard's death flag that occurred on the last day.
    

    
      I only just found out that this was the background situation.
    

    
      And that's why a question arises.
    

    
      ‘In this world-line, Gerard is a more annoying existence than Ivan.’
    

    
      Among the Academy cadets, the cadet that the cult had to kill and stop first was Gerard.
    

    
      I'm not saying this because it's me, but it's a fact derived from collecting the incidents and various information so far.
    

    
      ‘But why are they telling me to stop Ivan and not Gerard?’
    

    
      The answer came soon.
    

    
      Margo, who had been lost in thought for a moment, soon opened his mouth with an unreadable smile.
    

    
      “Well, I guess it doesn't matter if I tell you.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “Listen carefully. The one who will stop Gerard is. Me.”
    

    
      ……Ah.
    

    
      I see.
    

    
      It was nothing, so why did he have to act all serious?
    

    
      “Anyway, take this.”
    

    
      Something was thrown in front of me with a thud.
    

    
      It looked like a beast pouch.
    

    
      But with the invention of the Obelisk, which prevented the Mana Freeze, the beast pouch had lost much of its utility as a weapon of terror.
    

    
      “It's a beast pouch. Use it when you're trying to shake off Ivan or when you're in danger.”
    

    
      Well, since he was giving it to me, I took it.
    

    
      Though it seems I'll have no use for it.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      After finishing the strategy meeting with Margo.
    

    
      I immediately left the Sewer District and returned to my dorm.
    

    
      I took off my skull mask and leather suit and lay down on the bed.
    

    
      A sigh escaped.
    

    
      A feeling of emptiness washed over me.
    

    
      ‘I tried so hard to change the flow of the original work, but in the end, my death flag is set.’
    

    
      Well, come to think of it, it's not exactly the same.
    

    
      To stop Gerard, the operational commander, Margo, is said to be moving on site.
    

    
      This point was different from the original work.
    

    
      “Should I have interfered more with the mainstream?”
    

    
      Either way, there's no changing it by regretting it now.
    

    
      Because the death flag has already been set.
    

    
      What I need to think about from now on is how to resolve the terror that will take place tonight.
    

    
      “…….Hmm.”
    

    
      To be honest, I don't think it's very serious.
    

    
      And rightly so, because there's no way I'll lose to Ivan like in the original work anymore.
    

    
      It was a given.
    

    
      No, I mean, come on.
    

    
      I won even when I was a cadet yesterday.
    

    
      ‘If I'm a thief?’
    

    
      If the stage is set for me to display my full abilities, then there's nothing more to say.
    

    
      On the contrary, what I have to be careful of is not to accidentally misjudge my strength and kill Ivan.
    

    
      Meaning, the Bishop-level force that the cult was hesitant to dispatch was me.
    

    
      “What bait, I'll just knock him out. Why did I even take that? I'll have no use for it anyway.‘
    

    
      I chuckled, taking off my suit and looking at the beast pouch I had placed on my desk.
    

    
      And so, there were two problems I had to solve from now on.
    

    
      The first was to shake off Margo, who was planning to stop me.
    

    
      And the second was to minimize the damage from the terror they would carry out.
    

    
      The first problem is easy.
    

    
      Even easier than stopping Ivan.
    

    
      “The problem is the second one……”
    

    
      Since I only have one body, it was impossible for me to stop the attacks that would occur simultaneously in several places by myself.
    

    
      “Should I tell the faculty and have them stop the exam?”
    

    
      I shook my head, thinking it was a ridiculous thing to do even as I said it.
    

    
      Today is the last day of the exam.
    

    
      In the morning, there will be training for the final exam in the evening, and not long after that, the exam will begin.
    

    
      “And they wouldn't stop the exam just by believing my words.”
    

    
      In the first place, there's no justification to stop the exam.
    

    
      How many people would believe me if I said I saw a future where a terror attack occurs?
    

    
      It's not like this is <Final Destination> or something.
    

    
      “Would the Dean believe me?”
    

    
      ……Anyway.
    

    
      After considering it from various angles, I came to the conclusion that I had no choice but to accept some degree of damage.
    

    
      “The best I can do is probably to guide the kids to gather and take the exam.”
    

    
      And so, the day broke.
    

    
      As soon as ten o'clock came, we gathered at the main building.
    

    
      The training for the final exam was held here.
    

    
      Not long after the kids had gathered, the professors went up to the podium.
    

    
      Among them, the general exam supervisor, Chaser, came forward and began to explain the final exam that would begin in the evening.
    

    
      “Now that everyone's here, I'll start talking about the final exam. You should have a rough idea of what it's like since you were notified beforehand, but it's about apprehending the escaping villains. That's the last exam of this final evaluation.”
    

    
      The overall framework was this.
    

    
      In the Research Wing, there is a place called the Villain Behavior Research Institute and occasionally, villains are brought here for research purposes.
    

    
      And those villains escape due to some kind of accident.
    

    
      In a way, it was a familiar situation for the kids.
    

    
      Right.
    

    
      The Ged rescue operation.
    

    
      The incident I had carried out to rescue Ged was reconstructed as an exam.
    

    
      The number of escaped villains was twelve, and all of them were top-ranking 4th-year cadets disguised as villains.
    

    
      Of course.
    

    
      They don't tell the kids.
    

    
      “One thing I want to ask of you is that these are real villains who have been imprisoned in the imperial prison for a long time.”
    

    
      “……!”
    

    
      It was around that time that astonishment appeared on the faces of the cadets who were listening intently.
    

    
      “Wait a minute, Professor! Are they real villains?”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      “Then what happens if we miss even one of them?”
    

    
      “Of course, they'll go outside the school, right? They'll either go west and cross the mountains, or they'll hide in Icata, I guess?”
    

    
      “No. I mean, even if it's an exam, is-is that right?”
    

    
      “Just in case, the Academy guards and our faculty will be on guard.”
    

    
      “But they could still get away! It seems dangerous……”
    

    
      “So you have to catch them all.”
    

    
      The kids couldn't hide their bewilderment at Chaser's completely nonchalant attitude.
    

    
      Real villains.
    

    
      In the unexpected development, some kids were looking forward to the upcoming exam, but most of them couldn't overcome the pressure and burden of real villains and began to murmur.
    

    
      “What. So, they’re intentionally releasing real dangerous villains just for an exam? Did I understand that correctly?”
    

    
      “That's how I understood it too…… ha.”
    

    
      “Is this right……?”
    

    
      “Nooo! They said they were imprisoned villains! Then they're all dangerous guys!”
    

    
      “We're still 1st years?”
    

    
      Hmm, now?
    

    
      As if I had been waiting, I muttered to myself.
    

    
      “In that case, it would be a good idea to form a team with friends you get along with. No, it might be more efficient for sure.”
    

    
      For a muttering to myself, my voice was quite loud.
    

    
      Perhaps because of that, the kids around who heard it started to glance at me one by one.
    

    
      And soon they nodded.
    

    
      “Did you hear that?”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      “It’s what senior said. Let's move together for now.”
    

    
      “Honestly, I was planning on going solo. But since they're real villains, I think that's the right thing to do.”
    

    
      “The exam is important, but catching those bastards is also important. It's definitely not because I'm scared.”
    

    
      Just then, Chaser's voice echoed through the auditorium again.
    

    
      “The score will be given based on contribution, and the person who measures that contribution will be the people around you. That is, you guys. It doesn't mean that catching a villain is the only way.”
    

    
      “……!”
    

    
      “Making a decisive opportunity to catch a villain, or making a plan that becomes the foundation, or raising teamwork with leadership, and so on. All will be ways to raise your contribution. Now! I'll be handing out an artifact from now on, so come forward one by one and receive it from the Development Department Head.”
    

    
      The kids from the front row went out and received the artifact.
    

    
      When it was my turn, I also went to the Development Department Head.
    

    
      “Don't break it. It’s expensive.”
    

    
      The Development Department Head says, frowning.
    

    
      Tsk.
    

    
      Department Head Allen's lackey.
    

    
      It was annoying to even respond, so I just turned around.
    

    
      This artifact, named 'Record', was a kind of recording device made using a memory storage formula and a communication orb.
    

    
      It was long and thin like a cigarette and it was made to be fixed on the ear.
    

    
      So if you wore it on your ear and lifted your head, it would store the field of view the wearer was seeing and you could see it later through the orb.
    

    
      I fidgeted with it and muttered again.
    

    
      “This will make it easy to check the contribution. Hmm. How should I catch the villains to catch them quickly and effectively?”
    

    
      I can feel it.
    

    
      The gazes that are slowly gathering from the surroundings.
    

    
      “I could hide in a place where they're likely to escape and ambush them, and setting a trap wouldn't be bad either. For sure, that would be better than a direct confrontation.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “Patience is the key to victory. The main purpose of this exam is not to catch them, but to prevent their escape. That's the point. If you prevent their escape, they'll be caught on their own.”
    

    
      If I've said this much, they'll understand and be careful, right?
    

    
      After being satisfied and lifting my head, an unpleasant voice hit my ear.
    

    
      “What are you doing?”
    

    
      Karina, who had appeared at some point, was looking up at me with her arms crossed.
    

    
      “What about?”
    

    
      “What are you doing? Why do you keep muttering to yourself? And about things like how to get contribution points. What, are you a helper?”
    

    
      A helper?
    

    
      “That’s right, a helper.”
    

    
      “Ha! My goodness. Now that you're the top student even if you do it roughly, you're going to help us with your broad generosity? Oh my. How kind of you.”
    

    
      “Alright, alright. Think whatever you want.”
    

    
      Suddenly, I brought my mouth close to her ear and warned in a low voice.
    

    
      “Keep this in mind. It might be dangerous, so be sure to stick together.”
    

    
      And I pulled my face away.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      ‘……What. Why is she like this all of a sudden?’
    

    
      Karina's face, which I was facing, had turned red before I knew it.
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      As soon as the informational training ended, I ate with Yuria and we parted ways.
    

    
      I had originally planned to go straight back to the dorm, but I decided to walk around campus for a bit to sort out my thoughts.
    

    
      The exam starts at 20:00, when the sun sets and the surroundings begin to be enveloped in darkness.
    

    
      At that time, an emergency alarm siren will sound in the Research Wing, and at the same time, the twelve prepared villains will escape from the Research Wing.
    

    
      Their true identity is the 887th class, 4th-year cadets, disguised as villains for the exam.
    

    
      But absurdly, half of them are real villains.
    

    
      To be precise, they are scheduled to become so.
    

    
      ‘They must have all broken into the Academy by now.’
    

    
      I had already handed over the infiltration routes into the campus a long time ago.
    

    
      The number of assailants who entered through there was a total of ten, led by Margo.
    

    
      All of them were High Clerics selected from the Death Council and the Darkness Council.
    

    
      Six of them will kill the 4th-year students who were supposed to help with the exam and take their place.
    

    
      The guys who thus become real villains will kill the 1st-year cadets, leaving an indelible disgrace and stigma on both the Academy and the Empire.
    

    
      This is the true purpose of the terror.
    

    
      ‘And there, I have to draw Ivan's attention so that he can't stop the terror…… but.’
    

    
      It's strange.
    

    
      The more I think about it, the more unsettling and fishy it smells.
    

    
      ‘Why?’
    

    
      I can't pinpoint the exact reason.
    

    
      It's just a gut feeling.
    

    
      Nevertheless, to name a few, it's Guartes's eyes.
    

    
      The secret meeting with Margo this morning.
    

    
      There, Guartes showed an anxious appearance from beginning to end.
    

    
      Well, it's not strange.
    

    
      Because his direct superior, a High Cleric, is next to him.
    

    
      It could be that he was just being mindful of him.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      ‘Guartes was also mindful of me.’
    

    
      Whether we had grown attached after working together so much, Guartes was not as nervous when he saw me as he was at first.
    

    
      After I had saved him during the zombie incident caused by Zad, his attitude toward me had completely changed 180 degrees, and his eyes dripped with loyalty when he looked at me.
    

    
      And he had also been extremely fond of Clatter, saying that the fruit of his lifelong research was here.
    

    
      But.
    

    
      ‘He has never looked at me with those eyes before.’
    

    
      I thought I saw a hint of apology in them.
    

    
      ‘Also, Margo's sudden intrusion is strange.’
    

    
      When the messenger, Guartes, gives me a request, I am the one who carries it out.
    

    
      Of course, I am also the one who makes the plan and executes it.
    

    
      But suddenly, the initiative has been passed to Margo.
    

    
      Let's say giving the request is fine.
    

    
      But all the authority to make the plan and command is with Margo.
    

    
      I, who have successfully completed numerous requests until now, am a simple bait.
    

    
      Of course, since the target is Ivan, this role of bait is also important.
    

    
      It is, but.
    

    
      ‘To suddenly appear and take all the control? That's strange.’
    

    
      It would be a different story if it was Bishop Lutus, but Bishop Cristiano, who supports and trusts me, would never approve of such a thing.
    

    
      And Margo is Bishop Cristiano's right-hand man.
    

    
      ‘The fact that it's an urgent request also keeps bothering me. A large-scale human terror attack during the final evaluation. It's clearly a huge event, but it's hard to shake off the feeling that it's being done as if pushed by something.’
    

    
      From my perspective, who knows the importance and sincerity of the cult's 'Raid the Academy', this operation was close to a gamble that made almost no sense.
    

    
      But a gamble is something you throw only when you're cornered, like in an ultimatum situation, or when you have no choice.
    

    
      If I were to ask myself, 'Is the cult so cornered that they would throw such a gamble?', I would of course answer no.
    

    
      At some point, I let out a dry laugh.
    

    
      And rightly so, because when I considered this and that, there were more than one or two strange things.
    

    
      Now it wasn't just a gut feeling, but things were definitely taking a strange turn.
    

    
      A feeling that something I didn't know was about to happen.
    

    
      ‘This is frustrating. I'll have to investigate the cult as soon as this is over.’
    

    
      Fortunately, it was vacation after the final evaluation.
    

    
      I would have more personal time, so I'll use that time to grasp the cult's movements.
    

    
      After sorting out my thoughts, I returned to the dorm.
    

    
      Time flowed slowly and steadily.
    

    
      As the final exam approached, the surroundings gradually became quiet.
    

    
      As they had been taught, all the cadets had to be inside their dorms just before the exam situation occurred.
    

    
      That's where it starts.
    

    
      I also skipped dinner and waited in my dorm room, checking my equipment.
    

    
      Then it was 10 minutes before the situation and I summoned a Sylph for the first time in a long while.
    

    
      “I'm counting on you.”
    

    
      Jjororong!
    

    
      The Sylph, mixed in with the gaps in the wind, went outside and headed somewhere.
    

    
      Outside the dorm.
    

    
      To those hiding in the gloomy bushes, waiting for an opportunity.
    

    
      And.
    

    
      Weeeeeeeeng──!
    

    
      The alarm sounded.
    

    
      Wudangtang!
    

    
      As if they had been waiting, the cadets rushed outside with a commotion.
    

    
      Some ran into the corridor and down the stairs, and some jumped out of the windows, thinking that time was too precious.
    

    
      How do I know?
    

    
      Because one of them was me.
    

    
      I opened the window and jumped down.
    

    
      At the same time, I activated the recording device, the Record, that I was wearing on my ear.
    

    
      Jiiing──
    

    
      An unfamiliar mechanical sound was heard.
    

    
      And far away, I could see a red glow soaring into the sky.
    

    
      The direction of the Research Wing.
    

    
      I immediately ran there.
    

    
      Whether it was because of my speed or because each kid had their own planned route.
    

    
      When I looked around, I was running alone.
    

    
      So they must have thought now was the timing.
    

    
      The attack began.
    

    
      Puhwak!
    

    
      A pure white spear shot out of the ground without warning.
    

    
      If I hadn't known, I would have been skewered, but it was an attack I had already expected.
    

    
      I easily dodged it and lifted my head.
    

    
      “Hehehe.”
    

    
      An eerie laughter that had already filled the area.
    

    
      The laughter came from the front and soon, the figure of the guy who had been hidden in the darkness was revealed in the moonlight.
    

    
      It goes without saying, but the guy's identity was the High Cleric Margo, who had said he would stop me.
    

    
      “……A villain?”
    

    
      But I asked, pretending not to know.
    

    
      Margo did not answer.
    

    
      A series of dark magic unfolded.
    

    
      I dodged that as well and then rushed at him and swung my sword.
    

    
      “Hmph.”
    

    
      Margo snorted.
    

    
      In that moment, a dark space appeared in front of him, and a massive axe shot out of it.
    

    
      Thanks to that, I had to roll on the floor.
    

    
      And.
    

    
      ‘Now.’
    

    
      As if I had been waiting, I struck my ear.
    

    
      Jjaenggeurang!
    

    
      The record I was wearing on my ear shattered.
    

    
      Having thus destroyed the artifact that could monitor my movements, I lightly ignored the Dullahan blocking my way and rushed at Margo.
    

    
      “It's no use!”
    

    
      Margo quickly summoned a bone shield made of ribs to cover his body.
    

    
      But my target was not Margo in the first place.
    

    
      I used [Phase Shift] to escape from that place.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Margo.
    

    
      A High Cleric of the Death Council and a necromancer who had Bishop Cristiano as his master.
    

    
      He was at a loss for what to do with the overwhelming bewilderment.
    

    
      He stands still on the spot and mutters in a dejected voice.
    

    
      “……Did he just run away?”
    

    
      It seemed so.
    

    
      He hadn't heard any impact sound on the bone shield, so he had poked his head out in suspicion.
    

    
      But Gerard, who should have been there, was nowhere to be seen.
    

    
      The Dullahan he had summoned had also lost Gerard's presence and was looking around.
    

    
      At first, he thought he was hiding.
    

    
      So he surveyed the surroundings without letting his guard down.
    

    
      But now that some time had passed, it was almost certain.
    

    
      “He ran away.”
    

    
      Hmm, Margo strokes his chin.
    

    
      It was an action he could neither understand nor accept.
    

    
      Because from Gerard's perspective, he was a villain who had escaped from the Academy's Research Wing.
    

    
      Gerard was in the middle of an important exam.
    

    
      No.
    

    
      In the first place, based on Gerard's behavior patterns so far, Gerard's action just now, of running away in front of a villain, was highly unusual.
    

    
      “Was he that scared of me?”
    

    
      If not, honestly, he couldn't think of any other reason.
    

    
      Margo laughed.
    

    
      “Hehe. Well, I guess so. When would a brat like him have ever seen a high-grade undead like a Dullahan?”
    

    
      Margo approached the headless corpse, the Dullahan, that he had summoned and patted its shoulder.
    

    
      Gweeek-
    

    
      The head held in Dullahan's hand made a strange sound.
    

    
      “I was looking forward to it since he caught Bishop Papamus. A brat is a brat.”
    

    
      Honestly, it didn't even make sense to compare a mere Demon Council Bishop with himself.
    

    
      Anyway, he was a quick-witted guy.
    

    
      “I feel good, but…… this ruins the mission.”
    

    
      His mission was to draw Gerard's attention.
    

    
      But having let him go so futilely right in front of him, the operation had now completely gone off the rails.
    

    
      “Well, does it matter?”
    

    
      The real purpose wasn't the terror anyway.
    

    
      ‘It’s time to abandon the hunting dog I raised.’
    

    
      Recalling the original mission he had received from Bishop Cristiano, Margo reverse-summoned the Dullahan and then began to communicate.
    

    
      [Vilter. This is Margo.]
    

    
      [This is Vilter.]
    

    
      [How is the situation over there? Has the thief appeared?]
    

    
      [No, not yet.]
    

    
      Damn it.
    

    
      Margo nervously kicked the ground and frowned.
    

    
      According to the original plan, the Master of Shadow should have appeared at the meeting place an hour ago and moved with Vilter.
    

    
      But for some reason, he had not appeared at the meeting place, and that situation of being out of contact had continued until the start of the operation.
    

    
      In the end, the Darkness Council's High Cleric, Vilter, was marking Ivan by himself.
    

    
      “What should I do? This is a mess.”
    

    
      Bishop Cristiano's order had to be carried out.
    

    
      That was the only way for him to be recognized and, further, to secure the position of the next Bishop.
    

    
      But with the first button going wrong like this, Margo felt his irritation rise.
    

    
      ‘Should I just carry out the terror? Or should I find the thief and complete the order? But how do I find him?’
    

    
      It was when he was racking his brain like that.
    

    
      [Margo. This is Vilter.]
    

    
      A communication rang in his mind.
    

    
      [The thief has arrived.]
    

    
      “……!”
    

    
      Margo quickly brought his hand to the communication ring.
    

    
      [Where is he, Vilter? Is he right next to you?]
    

    
      [No. I was moving, following Ivan. The thief appeared suddenly.]
    

    
      Appeared suddenly……?
    

    
      At that moment, Gerard, who had disappeared just before, came to Margo's mind.
    

    
      Very coincidentally, the thief appeared as soon as Gerard disappeared.
    

    
      Was it a coincidence?
    

    
      But such thoughts soon disappeared.
    

    
      What was important to Margo now was the fact that the thief, who he thought was out of contact, had appeared.
    

    
      Now, it was time to execute their real mission, as ordered by Bishop Cristiano.
    

    
      [What’s the situation?]
    

    
      [Southwest of the Research Wing. Behind Kasmog Hall. When Ivan was going, the thief suddenly appeared and attacked Ivan.]
    

    
      [What’s the situation now?]
    

    
      [The two are in a standoff.]
    

    
      A standoff.
    

    
      [Does the thief know of your existence?]
    

    
      [He doesn’t. But does it matter?]
    

    
      Margo let out a small laugh.
    

    
      Right.
    

    
      That kind of thing doesn't matter now.
    

    
      What was important to them was that the thief had appeared.
    

    
      And that he was with Ivan as planned.
    

    
      ‘He’s such an obedient hunting dog. Just as the Bishop said,’
    

    
      But now it was time to let that hunting dog go.
    

    
      [The orb?]
    

    
      [It’s already prepared. He also has a beast pouch on his waist.]
    

    
      Perfect.
    

    
      Margo's smile deepened.
    

    
      [Wait.]
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Before the exam, I had attached a Sylph to Ivan.
    

    
      So when I used [Phase Shift], the first thing that came into my sight was the figure of Ivan, running not far away.
    

    
      I could also feel the presence of another person nearby.
    

    
      It must be the Darkness Council's High Cleric named Vilter.
    

    
      He had not yet discovered me.
    

    
      So I immediately took off my shirt.
    

    
      The leather suit I was wearing underneath was revealed.
    

    
      I took out a vest, Raven and finally a skull mask from my subspace and put them on.
    

    
      The time it took was only 5 seconds.
    

    
      Afterward, I immediately rushed at my target.
    

    
      To carry out the cult's request to draw Ivan's attention.
    

    
      Chwaang!
    

    
      The swords cross.
    

    
      And we stand off, distanced from each other.
    

    
      He looks quite surprised.
    

    
      I can see the bewilderment in Ivan's eyes as he looks at me.
    

    
      ‘Why are you here?’
    

    
      He must have thought I was a villain who had escaped from the Research Wing, but he seems confused now that I've appeared.
    

    
      But he soon grips his sword properly and charges at me.
    

    
      So I also raised Raven.
    

    
      If I just play around with him and buy some time, the mission is over.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      [Margo.]
    

    
      [Speak, Vilter.]
    

    
      [The two have clashed.]
    

    
      Then now was the timing.
    

    
      A chilling killing intent appeared in Margo's eyes.
    

    
      [Detonate it.]
    

    
      At the same time.
    

    
      I felt a huge mana wave from far away.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      ‘I'm worried about the rest of the kids.’
    

    
      The attack disguised as an exam must have started by now.
    

    
      Right.
    

    
      I told them the countermeasures, so they must be dealing with it well.
    

    
      Still, they're the ones called the golden generation at the Academy.
    

    
      ──As I was facing Ivan in front of me with such worries and reassurances.
    

    
      At that moment, I felt a violent tremor of mana.
    

    
      “……!”
    

    
      I turned my head to where the tremor had started.
    

    
      In the bushes, I could see a man in black clothes looking this way with his eyes shining.
    

    
      He was holding something in his hand.
    

    
      My pupils dilated in an instant and I took in the object.
    

    
      ……It was an orb.
    

    
      Looking like a beast pouch.
    

    
      The transparent orb was filled with an ominous mana.
    

    
      And the mana resonance that thus began pierced the long distance and reached my waist.
    

    
      To be precise, to the beast pouch attached to my waist.
    

    
      Kiiiing!
    

    
      An exploding halo of light.
    

    
      In the slowly flowing time, I saw Ivan.
    

    
      “Run……”
    

    
      The words did not continue.
    

    
      Kwa-aaaaang──
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      Beeeep──
    

    
      A ringing sound filled my ears.
    

    
      The smell of gunpowder stung my nose, and the dust and ash from the explosion obscured my vision.
    

    
      The air touching my skin was as hot as fire.
    

    
      In fact, my body was burning all over.
    

    
      "Keuk," a groan escaped me, but I couldn't hear any sound because of the ringing in my ears.
    

    
      If I hadn't felt the sense of unease.
    

    
      If I hadn't quickly thrown the beast pouch into the air, I would have been caught in the explosion and blown to pieces.
    

    
      And.
    

    
      Thump……!
    

    
      Clatter was lying right next to me.
    

    
      With one arm and his entire lower body blown off in a gruesome state, he reached out his hand to me.
    

    
      “……Clatter.”
    

    
      In a split second, Clatter had leaped out of the subspace and blocked a significant amount of the explosion for me.
    

    
      Damn it, I barely managed to swallow the curse that was about to come out.
    

    
      I stirred my mana.
    

    
      I opened the subspace to collect the rest of Clatter's body and activated the special ability of ‘Agnis’, [Warmth of Healing].
    

    
      A warm sensation spread from my wrist, healing the wounds on my body.
    

    
      I could feel the ringing in my ears subside and my senses gradually return.
    

    
      I quickly grasped the situation.
    

    
      There was no resistance in controlling my mana.
    

    
      That meant that the thing just now was not a beast pouch.
    

    
      A mana bomb.
    

    
      But why on earth?
    

    
      ‘A mistake?’
    

    
      No.
    

    
      The Darkness Council's High Cleric, whose eyes I had briefly met, was accurately aiming for a mutual destruction of me and Ivan.
    

    
      In other words, the situation was clear.
    

    
      Betrayal.
    

    
      The cult had unilaterally broken their contract with us, Shadow.
    

    
      Right.
    

    
      It was strange from the beginning.
    

    
      I had been feeling it all along.
    

    
      But the reason I had dismissed it as a groundless fear and denied that sense of unease.
    

    
      Was because there was no reason for the cult to abandon us.
    

    
      Shadow's information gathering ability and high request success rate are unique.
    

    
      There is no substitute.
    

    
      Even if there were, one would have to go through the trouble of building trust again and sharing the progress so far.
    

    
      The Darkness Council?
    

    
      Their overall power may surpass Shadow's, but aside from that, all their other abilities are below Shadow's.
    

    
      The cult also knew that, which is why they accepted Bishop Cristiano's opinion.
    

    
      And that's why they made us their running mate for ‘Raid the Academy’, wasn't it?
    

    
      However,‘To abandon us like this now?’
    

    
      It's still something I don't understand.
    

    
      Even thinking about it rationally, it doesn't make sense.
    

    
      But that's that.
    

    
      For now, the priority was to overcome the current situation.
    

    
      As soon as my body was somewhat healed by Agnis, I got up.
    

    
      The ringing in my ears was gone, and all my senses had returned.
    

    
      Warning broadcasts were blaring from all directions.
    

    
      [Ah ah. The Guard Captain is broadcasting! This is currently a real situation, not an exam. Villains have infiltrated the Academy. The number of identified individuals is at least ten. Exam personnel, please secure your personal safety immediately, and cadets, prepare for battle. Also, professors, please prioritize subduing the villains, and those around the main building, please gather at the main building. I repeat. This is currently a real situation, not an exam…….]
    

    
      Weeeeeeeeng──!
    

    
      “Intrusion!”
    

    
      “It’s a villain attack! This way!”
    

    
      I could hear the shouts of the Academy guards not far away.
    

    
      The sound of weapons clashing, the firing of muskets, and the booming sound of explosions.
    

    
      The campus was now in a complete state of chaos.
    

    
      ‘Wait. Where's Ivan?’
    

    
      Belatedly, I remembered Ivan, who had been caught in the explosion with me, and turned my head.
    

    
      Not far away, I saw a man lying face down.
    

    
      It was Ivan.
    

    
      I hurriedly approached and checked his condition.
    

    
      Regular breathing and a steadily rising and falling chest.
    

    
      Thanks to being far from the epicenter of the explosion, he was in a simple state of unconsciousness.
    

    
      His limbs were also intact.
    

    
      “Die.”
    

    
      Just then, I heard a cold whisper from behind and the eerie sound of the wind being torn.
    

    
      A surprise attack.
    

    
      But I had already known of his approach for a while.
    

    
      I put my hand on my shoulder, grabbed the hilt of Raven, and leaned forward.
    

    
      Sreung, the sword separated with a smooth sound.
    

    
      I immediately swung it up to parry his black sword, and then immediately retrieved it and cut his shoulder.
    

    
      “…….!”
    

    
      A flying arm and eyes widening in pain.
    

    
      After swinging Raven two more times, he was now writhing on the ground, having lost his legs.
    

    
      Stab!
    

    
      I plunged the blade into the back of his remaining hand.
    

    
      And I lowered my posture to meet his eyes.
    

    
      His name was probably……
    

    
      “Was it Walter?”
    

    
      “…….It’s Vilter. Keuuu.”
    

    
      I twisted the blade.
    

    
      It seemed he couldn't bear the pain, as a vein on his forehead seemed about to burst and a groan escaped him.
    

    
      “Same difference. Why did you attack me? What is the cult’s objective.”
    

    
      There was no answer.
    

    
      The guy suddenly trembled all over and rolled his eyes back.
    

    
      I thought it was a shock from excessive bleeding, but it wasn't.
    

    
      Black, bloody foam was trickling from his mouth.
    

    
      Poison.
    

    
      “Tsk,”
    

    
      I clicked my tongue lightly and got up.
    

    
      It was a pity that I couldn't extract any information, but I could find that out later.
    

    
      Right now, the priority was to escape from this chaotic scene.
    

    
      The enemies were closing in.
    

    
      And by enemies here, I don't just mean the cult's priests.
    

    
      Including them, everyone.
    

    
      Even the Academy's personnel.
    

    
      Everyone except me was an enemy and a threat.
    

    
      Pajijik!
    

    
      I took out the Record from the unconscious Ivan's ear and broke it.
    

    
      And I slung him over my shoulder.
    

    
      I could have left him.
    

    
      Geueoo!
    

    
      Seeing the skeleton warriors appear, cutting through the smoke, I had already dismissed that thought.
    

    
      If I ran away alone, the remaining Ivan would surely die at their hands.
    

    
      I had to take him.
    

    
      Shwiaak!
    

    
      Suddenly, the smoke parted, and a black sword aura flew toward my neck.
    

    
      A ghost knight.
    

    
      I lightly dodged it and drew a formula.
    

    
      [Lightning Slash]
    

    
      A streak of lightning that bloomed from my fingertips accurately pierced the ghost knight's core.
    

    
      The ghost knight disappeared, turning into smoke.
    

    
      Skeleton warriors took its place.
    

    
      Their number was enough to fill the entire back of the building.
    

    
      It meant that at least two necromancers had been mobilized.
    

    
      Was that all?
    

    
      In the shadows of the building, assassins with black swords were hiding, waiting for an opportunity.
    

    
      “This has become troublesome.”
    

    
      I frowned deeply, but for now, I ran.
    

    
      The problem is the professors.
    

    
      If not for them, it wouldn't matter how many High Clerics there were.
    

    
      ‘I’ll break through this place and then leave Ivan where the guards are.’
    

    
      And then I'll escape using [Stealth].
    

    
      That was my plan.
    

    
      After that, my thoughts disappeared.
    

    
      I constantly moved my eyes to find the openings in the swarming skeleton warriors, swung Raven, twisted my waist, and moved my legs.
    

    
      Pababa-bak!
    

    
      If you think that, you're late.
    

    
      Judgments are made solely by sense, and those decisions are immediately followed by action.
    

    
      One skeleton warrior per wave of the hand.
    

    
      Occasionally, the empty air would split, and an arm would pop out.
    

    
      That arm would crush the skull of a nearby skeleton warrior and then drag it into the dark space.
    

    
      Like some kind of antlion.
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      Kiing!
    

    
      For the first time, Raven stopped moving.
    

    
      I lift my head to check.
    

    
      A single black blade was blocking Raven.
    

    
      A Darkness Council High Cleric.
    

    
      I could see his eyes curve into a smile.
    

    
      In return, I offer a knee kick.
    

    
      Without hesitation, I threw my body and struck his chin with my knee.
    

    
      Paak!
    

    
      With a gruesome sound, his neck twists at an unnatural angle.
    

    
      His body, unable to withstand the shock, collapses.
    

    
      I use it as a springboard and draw a single formula.
    

    
      [Tectonic Shift]
    

    
      A lower-tier magic of the advanced vision [Great Earthquake].
    

    
      The ground cracked and began to flip over in all directions in a spiderweb pattern, centered on me.
    

    
      Kureureung!
    

    
      The undead lost their balance and fell.
    

    
      But the duration was short.
    

    
      They immediately got back up.
    

    
      I did not miss that split second.
    

    
      Thanks to that, a fine gap was created between the bodies of the skeleton warriors.
    

    
      One deep breath.
    

    
      And when I exhaled.
    

    
      [Dark Sprint]
    

    
      My body, holding Ivan, became a sharp spear and pierced through that gap.
    

    
      Tadak!
    

    
      Before I knew it, I was running through the green area.
    

    
      Then I heard a groan from Ivan, who was slung over my shoulder, and I slowed down.
    

    
      ‘Is he waking up?’
    

    
      Then it's about time to ditch him, but I had to leave him in a place where his safety was guaranteed.
    

    
      As I was looking for a suitable place.
    

    
      “Die! Die!”
    

    
      I heard a welcome voice.
    

    
      When I headed there, I could see familiar silhouettes.
    

    
      Karina and Gwyn.
    

    
      And even Yuria.
    

    
      They were fighting a Darkness Council High Cleric in black night clothes and just then, Karina's explosion sphere was detonating on the High Cleric's body.
    

    
      Kwaang!
    

    
      “Alright!”
    

    
      Karina cheers, looking at the opponent who has been burned to the point of being unrecognizable.
    

    
      It seems it was a tough fight, as the other two also have a smile on their faces despite being exhausted.
    

    
      Come to think of it, there's another body next to them.
    

    
      One that is separated into an upper and lower body, frozen.
    

    
      It seems it was a 3 vs 2 fight.
    

    
      “You two should know that you lived thanks to this Karina Zain……”
    

    
      Karina's bragging voice suddenly trails off.
    

    
      Her eyes were on me.
    

    
      Astonishment slowly spreads in her pupils.
    

    
      “…….S-Skull Mask?”
    

    
      It was almost simultaneous that the other two's eyes turned to me.
    

    
      “Hmph! I was looking for you. Good timing!”
    

    
      “Wait! Stand still, Karina.”
    

    
      “What? What are you talking about?”
    

    
      “Look over there.”
    

    
      At Gwyn's gesture, Karina looks at my shoulder.
    

    
      And she frowns.
    

    
      “What. Is that Ivan?”
    

    
      “It's hard to believe, but it seems so.”
    

    
      “Hey, you! What’s your scheme?”
    

    
      I had been standing still until then, but I lowered Ivan to the ground.
    

    
      Ivan would be safe with these guys.
    

    
      In fact, this was better than the guards.
    

    
      And as I turned my body, the kids didn't attack me.
    

    
      They raised their guard until I was out of sight, and as soon as I disappeared, they ran to Ivan and checked his condition as if they had never been on guard.
    

    
      I hid my body with [Stealth] and watched the scene, then moved.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      ‘Damn it.’
    

    
      I frowned and released [Stealth].
    

    
      My body and presence were hidden by [Stealth], but the bloodstains were not.
    

    
      The blood from me didn't matter.
    

    
      Whether it was because it was imbued with my mana, the [Stealth] was also fully applied to what was discharged from my body.
    

    
      The problem was the opponent's blood.
    

    
      As I was killing Vilter, the blood that had spurted from him had stained my leather suit.
    

    
      It wasn't much.
    

    
      But it was enough to be a concern to just pass by comfortably.
    

    
      I'm sure it would be visible if you focused.
    

    
      At this point, even a normal citizen would feel something was strange, thinking, 'Huh? Why is there blood in the empty air?'
    

    
      Someone with good eyes or excellent senses would be able to detect the unease.
    

    
      And this is the Academy.
    

    
      Where you can easily meet people with good eyes and excellent senses.
    

    
      So, thinking I had moved some distance from the scene, I released [Stealth] and used [Dark Sprint].
    

    
      No, I was about to use it.
    

    
      Pakang!
    

    
      Feeling the killing intent from behind, I quickly swung Raven.
    

    
      A force strong enough to make my wrist tingle.
    

    
      I lifted my head with a rising sense of anxiety.
    

    
      “We finally met, huh? Skull Mask.”
    

    
      Chaser Idna was staring at me with his small, slanted eyes wide open.
    

    
      “Ha.”
    

    
      This time, I was really and truly caught.
    

  
    Chapter 146: Chapter 146

    
      Chapter 146: Chaser Idna
    

    
      Even kids who were called geniuses in their respective regions would realize they were frogs in a well upon coming to the Academy.
    

    
      Because there was a wall there.
    

    
      A single cadet who stood out exceptionally even in the Academy where talents gathered and naturally drew everyone's attention.
    

    
      Typically, in the 890th class, there was Ivan.
    

    
      And the person in front of me.
    

    
      He was one of those people.
    

    
      Chaser Idna.
    

    
      A swordsmanship genius who had been famous since his time at the Academy.
    

    
      Even now, there was no one in the younger generation who could match him and he was already being mentioned as the next commander of the Central Knights, the position of the best swordsman in the empire.
    

    
      Besides that, there were many other words that described him.
    

    
      A divine talent who would soon reach the Master level, and the nickname 'Knight of Flowers', given to him for his charming appearance, had now become a nickname that completely represented him.
    

    
      However, the nickname 'Knight of Flowers' was not just because of his looks.
    

    
      It was said that watching his dual swordsmanship, which unfolded with speed that was hard to follow with the eyes and was both gorgeous and dazzling, reminded one of a vast flower garden made of colorful flowers.
    

    
      Beautiful from a distance, but containing dangerous things like poison and thorns when you get close.
    

    
      I had not forgotten these descriptions used in the character's setting.
    

    
      To think I would confirm that reality with my own eyes like this.
    

    
      ‘I really didn’t want to confirm it.’
    

    
      It goes without saying, but I had no choice.
    

    
      Chaser's appearance, as he scanned my attire with sharp eyes, seemed to be full of the will to never let me go.
    

    
      ‘Chaser with his eyes open…….’
    

    
      I gripped Raven in both my hands and the staff, which was now a scabbard, tightly.
    

    
      Dry saliva naturally went down my throat.
    

    
      It would be a lie to say I wasn't nervous.
    

    
      The opponent in front of me, Chaser, was stronger than any enemy I had fought so far.
    

    
      The strongest among the enemies I had fought was Papamus, so he was the only one I could compare, but…… Chaser was above him.
    

    
      In strength, level, fame, and influence in the world.
    

    
      Was he scouting me out?
    

    
      Chaser, holding a sword in each hand, did not move.
    

    
      Only the tips of his swords, which were pointing at the ground, swayed in the wind like limp branches.
    

    
      ‘The length is shorter than a longsword.’
    

    
      Even so, it was longer than an arming sword.
    

    
      The width was also wide.
    

    
      It was Chaser's exclusive artifact for dual-wielding.
    

    
      I didn't know its special ability.
    

    
      Because it hadn't appeared in the original work.
    

    
      But I didn't really want to know.
    

    
      I didn't want to find out either.
    

    
      As I was also scouting him out, Chaser suddenly moved.
    

    
      Tadat!
    

    
      Just as the thought that he had disappeared from his spot came to my mind, his face appeared in front of me.
    

    
      At the same time, the sound of the air being torn from the left.
    

    
      Taaaang──!
    

    
      I blocked it by raising Raven, but another blade was splitting down from above.
    

    
      The blade was gleaming with a blue energy due to the Aura Sword.
    

    
      So I raised my staff without hesitation and blocked it.
    

    
      Kiiing, a short frictional sound and sparks flew.
    

    
      The staff, which seemed like it would be cut by the sharp Aura Sword, deflected Chaser's sword very naturally.
    

    
      “……!”
    

    
      Chaser's eyes, upon seeing that, were saying that he couldn't believe it.
    

    
      But for me, this was a natural result.
    

    
      Because 'Raven' was a unique-grade artifact and the one and only sacred object of the Shadow Master.
    

    
      The staff that became its scabbard was also a part of this Raven.
    

    
      No matter how powerful Chaser's Aura Sword was, it was impossible to split it.
    

    
      “It's not easy, I see.”
    

    
      Chaser, who had muttered, suddenly grinned.
    

    
      And a fierce battle of offense and defense began.
    

    
      Tadadadang!
    

    
      My eyes and hands moved frantically and sparks flew in all directions due to the friction.
    

    
      Even with the dynamic visual acuity of someone with over 100 agility, I couldn't see anything properly.
    

    
      The dual swordsmanship I was facing for the first time was dazzling and confusing, making it difficult to predict.
    

    
      I was just swinging my sword and moving my legs as my instincts led me.
    

    
      I was being pushed back like crazy, but…… it wasn't something to worry about much.
    

    
      Thanks to the thief's characteristics, my agility stat was far higher than my level.
    

    
      However, Chaser, who was not a thief, was showing a similar speed.
    

    
      It was easy to guess that Chaser's level was much higher than mine.
    

    
      I was inferior in everything except agility.
    

    
      So, this result was natural.
    

    
      ‘But the outcome of a fight is not decided by simple numbers like stats or levels.’
    

    
      Things like your condition on that day, your mindset, the state of the ground you're stepping on, the presence or absence of an artifact, or the compatibility of your swordsmanship can become variables.
    

    
      And.
    

    
      The combat experience engraved in your body and the senses thus created can also affect the battle.
    

    
      Right, combat experience.
    

    
      What was the difference between Evan's crazy dual axe swinging and Chaser's dual swordsmanship in front of me?
    

    
      Both were a threat to my life.
    

    
      And it was the same during the life-and-death struggle with Evan, where I couldn't predict where an attack would come from, be it a kick, elbow, shoulder, or even a headbutt.
    

    
      ‘The only difference is that Evan exuded ferocity and even killing intent recklessly.’
    

    
      What I want to say here is that combat is relative.
    

    
      Compared to the life-and-death struggle I had with Evan, this was a walk in the park.
    

    
      In short, it was quite manageable.
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      Chaser, too, seemed to have realized something was strange, as his lips, which had been full of leisure, were gradually hardening.
    

    
      “As expected, you Skull Mask is not an ordinary thief……”
    

    
      And I.
    

    
      [Telekinesis]
    

    
      I used magic around that time.
    

    
      Click!
    

    
      From the dagger sheath tied to my waist, a single dagger slides out and floats in the air.
    

    
      Chaser did not notice it.
    

    
      I immediately threw the dagger at him.
    

    
      Swaeaek!
    

    
      A dagger secretly rushing in.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      Ttaang!
    

    
      Chaser easily parried it.
    

    
      “You can’t beat me with such cowardly tricks, Skull Mask.”
    

    
      His eyes narrowed.
    

    
      Can't beat him.
    

    
      Well, I know that much.
    

    
      In the first place, I had no desire to beat Chaser.
    

    
      To win, I would have to kill Chaser, but why would I?
    

    
      My enemy is the cult, not the Academy.
    

    
      And my purpose right now is to escape.
    

    
      [Dagger Shift]
    

    
      A short feeling of floating enveloped my body as if brushing past it, and the surrounding environment changed.
    

    
      To the spot where the dagger Chaser had parried had fallen, inside a nearby bush.
    

    
      My dagger is right in front of me.
    

    
      I immediately retrieve it and then unleash [Dark Sprint].
    

    
      “[Spatial Leap]?”
    

    
      Chaser's cry of astonishment follows me as he spots me.
    

    
      And he tries to chase, but at this distance, he can never catch up to my [Dark Sprint]…….
    

    
      ‘Huh?’
    

    
      I look down with a puzzled expression as the vision fails to activate.
    

    
      I see that something strange that has shot up from the ground is holding both my ankles.
    

    
      This is a tree……root?
    

    
      A single magic comes to mind.
    

    
      ‘Binding.’
    

    
      Following that, a woman who seemed to have cast the binding appeared in front of me.
    

    
      “It's not [Spatial Leap]. The flow of the formula I felt was different.”
    

    
      “Oh, Ronica!?”
    

    
      A welcoming Chaser.
    

    
      But I, on the other hand, have a grim face.
    

    
      ‘Damn it. Ronica Jasmine.’
    

    
      No wonder I didn't see her.
    

    
      The situation I had feared had occurred.
    

    
      “Skull Mask. Did I catch him?”
    

    
      Ronica smiles faintly at Chaser.
    

    
      Did she think she had caught me perfectly because I was bound by the binding?
    

    
      So I broke the binding with the ability of ‘Daybreak’, [Unbinding], as if to show off.
    

    
      As the tree roots that were binding my body melted away with a halo of light, Ronica's eyes widened.
    

    
      “……No way. My binding was broken that easily?”
    

    
      “Get out!”
    

    
      Chaser, who was behind, charged.
    

    
      Staring at him, I put the blade of Raven back into the staff.
    

    
      Raven, becoming one.
    

    
      At the same time, I use the best method to overcome this predicament, the best skill I have.
    

    
      [Power Seizure].
    

    
      Whose I would steal was already decided.
    

    
      Kaaaaaak!
    

    
      The raven head at the end of the staff cries out at Chaser.
    

    
      Almost simultaneously, Chaser's sword moved with invisible speed.
    

    
      Pabat!
    

    
      At that moment, I fell into an illusion as if time had stopped.
    

    
      An enormous number of sword shadows, which had already filled the space around me and him without a gap.
    

    
      It wouldn't be just my delusion that it looked like a flower bud before it bloomed.
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      It felt as if I was trapped in a vast flower garden.
    

    
      I realize instinctively.
    

    
      Ah, this is the advanced vision that Chaser possesses, the epitome of his dual swordsmanship.
    

    
      “It’s over, Skull Mask.”
    

    
      A cold death sentence and the tightening flower bud.
    

    
      But then.
    

    
      Flower buds began to form around me too.
    

    
      ……And seeing that, Chaser's face filled with astonishment.
    

    
      Kiiiing!
    

    
      And so, the two worlds collided with a dazzling halo of light.
    

    
      Kwagwagwang!
    

    
      The light disappeared, and a thick dust cloud rose.
    

    
      Gravel and small particles were pouring down like rain.
    

    
      In between.
    

    
      “Proffessor Ch-Chaser!”
    

    
      I heard Ronica Jasmine's voice.
    

    
      When I glanced over, I could see Chaser kneeling a little distance away, in the dust cloud and Ronica supporting him.
    

    
      Chaser was covered in blood, with cuts all over his body.
    

    
      In that state, he was looking at me with disbelieving eyes and it was doubtful if he could even chase after me, let alone fight.
    

    
      It was a relief.
    

    
      If there was a problem.
    

    
      ‘That goes for me too.’
    

    
      Damn it.
    

    
      My whole body is sore.
    

    
      Especially the pain in my left arm is quite intense.
    

    
      I glance down to check my condition.
    

    
      A long sword wound from my upper arm, past my elbow, to my forearm came into view.
    

    
      A wound that clearly couldn't be healed immediately with ‘Agnis’.
    

    
      ‘So this is what it’s like to use a stolen vision.’
    

    
      No matter how great a skill you steal, there was bound to be a difference in proficiency.
    

    
      ‘At least I’m glad my legs aren’t injured.’
    

    
      I painstakingly turned my body and left the place.
    

    
      Was it because the shock hadn't subsided?
    

    
      Chaser did not chase and neither did Ronica.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The retreating Skull Mask.
    

    
      Chaser just stared blankly at the figure with disbelieving eyes.
    

    
      ‘……It was definitely my [Dual Flower Sword].’
    

    
      Of course, it wasn't perfectly identical.
    

    
      But whether it was identical or not, the point that surprised Chaser was that he had copied his own technique, which he had seen for the first time today.
    

    
      He had heard of it.
    

    
      The man who was called the king of the night when he was a cadet.
    

    
      That the Master of Shadow had such a power.
    

    
      ‘I have to catch him.’
    

    
      Chaser said to Ronica, who was supporting him.
    

    
      “Chase him quickly.”
    

    
      “……Eh? But sunbae, you’re injured.”
    

    
      “They’re all light scratches and cuts. More importantly, catching him is more important. Chase him quickly……”
    

    
      Chaser's voice, as he urged Ronica, trailed off.
    

    
      His eyes were moving, following a red flare that was soaring into the dark night sky.
    

    
      Peong!
    

    
      A flare that exploded with a flash, illuminating the world in red.
    

    
      That was the direction the Skull Mask had just fled in.
    

    
      “Looks like they caught him.”
    

    
      “……Hmm?”
    

    
      “Over there. The Guard Captain and the guards are there.”
    

    
      With a faint smile, Ronica continued.
    

    
      “Is that all? This whole area is surrounded. The professors who were exam proctors and the professors who hadn't left work yet. And the 4th, 3rd, and 2nd-year cadets. Skull Mask? He can't escape.”
    

    
      ***
    

    
      ‘So it ends like this.’
    

    
      I stare blankly at the crowd that is filling the surroundings.
    

    
      The Academy guards, the faculty, and the cadets.
    

    
      It seemed that everyone remaining in the Academy, except for the personnel who had gone home and those above the rank of Section Chief, had gathered in this place.
    

    
      “You can see the situation, Skull Mask. There's no point in struggling needlessly. Surrender quietly.”
    

    
      The Guard Captain says, looking at me.
    

    
      In this state, I wouldn't be able to beat even that old man.
    

    
      It was the worst possible situation, but strangely, my lips were smiling.
    

    
      “Heh heh.”
    

    
      “Why are you laughing?”
    

    
      I ignored him and continued to laugh.
    

    
      So it ends like this.
    

    
      I don't think I've ever been cornered this much.
    

    
      Even though I struggled so much, in the end, I couldn't prevent this situation, the death flag.
    

    
      A sense of futility washed over me.
    

    
      But that was all, and I raised Raven.
    

    
      Even if it was unfair for all my efforts, I couldn't see the end here.
    

    
      I squeeze my brain.
    

    
      I recall all the visions, special abilities, and artifacts I currently have.
    

    
      And I think about what methods there are to overcome the current situation with them.
    

    
      In addition, I even bring in the settings of the ‘original work’.
    

    
      What was the Guard Captain's weakness?
    

    
      What is that professor's weakness?
    

    
      If I go that way, which path did it lead to?
    

    
      ‘I will not die here.’
    

    
      The Guard Captain whispers with the professors next to him and they exchange glances.
    

    
      The flow of the quiet air gradually quickens.
    

    
      The temperature heats up, and in the explosive tension, my heartbeat quickens.
    

    
      My senses sharpen.
    

    
      My muscles contract tightly, and all the hair on my skin stands on end.
    

    
      In between, there are things that feel strangely out of place.
    

    
      It's only natural.
    

    
      Because in my eyes, it stood out alone.
    

    
      If all those surrounding me were a light color, it alone was black.
    

    
      Also, in the hostility that filled the surroundings, it was the only goodwill, and in the midst of so much unfamiliarity, it alone was familiar.
    

    
      And.
    

    
      ‘……The scent of grass.’
    

    
      “Catch…… Heok!?”
    

    
      The Guard Captain, who was just giving the order, let out a cry of bewilderment at the suddenly rising black smoke.
    

    
      And soon, the area was completely covered in a black fog cloud.
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      In the crucial moment of trying to apprehend the Skull Mask, a black fog suddenly spewed out and swallowed the area.
    

    
      The scene soon descended into chaos.
    

    
      “Cough! Cough! What is this all of a sudden!”
    

    
      “Enemy! Another enemy has broken in! Don’t panic and hold your positions!”
    

    
      The Guard Captain shouted.
    

    
      “Professors. Please do something about this damn smoke first.”
    

    
      “Hold on. We’re already on it.”
    

    
      A few professors from the Psychology Department hurriedly summoned wind-attribute magic or spirits to clear the fog obscuring their vision.
    

    
      They were the ones who had not taken their eyes off the Skull Mask from beginning to end.
    

    
      So they were able to witness it.
    

    
      Just before the smoke erupted, a single shadow had blocked the Skull Mask's path.
    

    
      ‘It’s clearly the Skull Mask’s accomplice.’
    

    
      This fog must also be the work of that accomplice.
    

    
      In that case, there is only one objective.
    

    
      To let the Skull Mask escape.
    

    
      “Do not move from your positions!”
    

    
      The Guard Captain gave the order once again and waited for the smoke to clear.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      “……Huu.”
    

    
      The Guard Captain, who saw the place revealed after the smoke had cleared, let out a frustrated sigh.
    

    
      The Skull Mask had already disappeared from that spot.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Amidst the billowing smoke, I heard a voice.
    

    
      “I came to help.”
    

    
      It was a familiar voice, so the name immediately came to mind.
    

    
      No, I had already known of her presence even before she revealed herself.
    

    
      Rachel.
    

    
      “Now we’re getting out of here.”
    

    
      She said, taking my hand.
    

    
      “……How?”
    

    
      She did not answer my question.
    

    
      I felt a faint vibration from the fingertips of her clasped hand.
    

    
      It seemed she was doing something with her other hand.
    

    
      There was no way to confirm.
    

    
      Because we were surrounded by black smoke, and I couldn't distinguish even an inch in front of me.
    

    
      Thanks to that, the Academy side seemed to be in chaos.
    

    
      But it was the same for us, with our vision blocked.
    

    
      ‘Soot bomb.’
    

    
      An item of the Darkness Council.
    

    
      Although its effect was outstanding like this, it was also an item with a clear drawback.
    

    
      ‘The smoke is light, so it blows away quickly.’
    

    
      It was literally for a very brief moment of visual obstruction.
    

    
      So I was curious.
    

    
      What was Rachel's method?
    

    
      The question was soon answered.
    

    
      Jjiiik!
    

    
      There was a sound of something being torn.
    

    
      A small flash of light and a momentary, violent movement of mana.
    

    
      I felt a sense of floating and my body spinning.
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      I opened my eyes.
    

    
      Before I knew it, I was standing in a dark alley.
    

    
      It wasn't the Academy.
    

    
      This place was,
    

    
      ‘……Icata.’
    

    
      I looked at Rachel next to me.
    

    
      She was kneeling on one knee, holding her head.
    

    
      She spits out the piece of scroll she was holding in her mouth and mutters.
    

    
      “My head hurts like crazy. Damn it.”
    

    
      “Multiple spatial leaps?”
    

    
      “That's right. It's super expensive. Ah! I guess you already know?”
    

    
      Is it just expensive?
    

    
      A scroll with a multiple spatial leap inscribed on it was an item that only a Mage could make, so it was something that ordinary people couldn't even dare to dream of.
    

    
      “I only had one too……”
    

    
      Rachel, who trailed off her words, smiles and looks up at me.
    

    
      ‘I used it especially because it was you.’
    

    
      Her expression seemed to be saying this.
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      I looked down at her and then pulled her up by the hand I was still holding.
    

    
      Rachel had risked danger and loss to save me, which was certainly something to be grateful for.
    

    
      But she had her own purpose and intention in this.
    

    
      And right now, I had a more important problem than such things.
    

    
      I had to confirm that first, through her.
    

    
      “Did you know?”
    

    
      Rachel, who was still turning her body here and there as if she hadn't recovered from the aftereffects of the spatial leap, tilts her head.
    

    
      “Hmm? What about?”
    

    
      “The cult’s betrayal.”
    

    
      “Aah. No?”
    

    
      I stared at Rachel for a moment.
    

    
      “What, are you doubting me right now? I just chose you, risking my life.”
    

    
      I nodded my head.
    

    
      She was right.
    

    
      Rachel had taken me out in front of everyone.
    

    
      This incident would be reported to the cult immediately and the cult might find out that it was Rachel who had interfered with their work.
    

    
      In other words, Rachel had saved me, even taking the risk of being exposed.
    

    
      Suddenly, I remembered the secret meeting I had with her before.
    

    
      Was it a coincidence?
    

    
      At that time too, it was a dark alley like this.
    

    
      ─‘Do you mean to test me?’
    

    
      ─‘That's right. If I entrust a request to you and you fail, then I'll be screwed. I can't just waste a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity like that, can I? When I'm sure about you, then I'll entrust the request to you.’
    

    
      At that time, she had spoken so cautiously, but now she had acted in the complete opposite way.
    

    
      What did that mean?
    

    
      ‘It means she has become sure in her own way.’
    

    
      She has completely decided her course of action towards me.
    

    
      I could take it that way.
    

    
      “I understand. I will trust you.”
    

    
      “My goodness. Is that a problem to decide after thinking about it so much? Can’t you tell just by looking.”
    

    
      I ignored her grumbling and asked.
    

    
      “Did Guartes not know either?”
    

    
      “Hmm. Probably so? That moron has less authority in the Academy's operations than me.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “But the cult's atmosphere has been strange lately.”
    

    
      “Explain in detail what happened.”
    

    
      “I don't know the details either. Because it was something they did as soon as they came down suddenly yesterday, without any explanation or consultation, and took command. They just said, ‘It’s an order from above’. But, normally, any terror carried out at the Academy is supposed to be shared with me, even if Guartes doesn't know.”
    

    
      “Because you’re the only spy planted by the Darkness Council.”
    

    
      Rachel gives a sweet eye smile.
    

    
      “Oh, that's right. Thank you for recognizing that.”
    

    
      “Just continue with the explanation. Stop playing around.”
    

    
      “Tsk. No fun at all. Anyway, it's strange that they didn't even share the information with me, right? Isn't it? So, well, I just observed the situation.”
    

    
      “And then you helped me when I was in danger?”
    

    
      “Yeah. You and me. We have a special relationship.”
    

    
      Rachel suddenly presses her body against mine.
    

    
      In that state, she stands on her tiptoes and stares into my eyes.
    

    
      As if she was trying to look into the face inside the skull mask.
    

    
      Then she pauses and whispers softly.
    

    
      “……We’re partners who share an important secret, you know.”
    

    
      She taps the finger she had placed on my chest.
    

    
      I immediately pushed her away and turned my body.
    

    
      “What. Where are you going all of a sudden?”
    

    
      “Follow me.”
    

    
      The place I headed was the Lunatic.
    

    
      Ignoring Rachel's nonsense about 'I thought we were going to a hotel', I opened the door of the Lunatic.
    

    
      And I immediately sensed an unusual atmosphere.
    

    
      The first thing I felt was the smell of blood at the tip of my nose.
    

    
      ……My heart sank.
    

    
      The Lunatic was the only hideout for our Shadow, which we had painstakingly prepared.
    

    
      The smell of blood in that place.
    

    
      The first word that came to mind was ‘attack’.
    

    
      ‘Don't tell me the cult is here too?’
    

    
      It was something that could fully happen.
    

    
      So I raised Raven and Rachel, who had also smelled the blood, followed me with a hardened face.
    

    
      At the same time, we were ambushed.
    

    
      Chaang!
    

    
      I confirmed the opponent's face beyond Raven and frowned.
    

    
      The person who had attacked me was none other than Luis.
    

    
      Luis also confirmed me and quickly withdrew his sword.
    

    
      “……I apologize, Master. I thought they were the ones who followed me.”
    

    
      The ones who followed him?
    

    
      I was about to ask, but an urgent voice erupted from behind.
    

    
      “L-Luis!”
    

    
      It was Dayle.
    

    
      Dayle, who had ambushed Rachel, was being counterattacked by her.
    

    
      “Stop it, Rachel. That person is my subordinate.”
    

    
      Rachel, who had stopped her sword, finally confirms Dayle and her eyes widen.
    

    
      “Ah. It’s that bratty thief I saved back then.”
    

    
      “Huk. Heok. What k-kind of nonsense is this? Who the hell is this girl, boss?”
    

    
      Dayle asked.
    

    
      Luis probably knew from hearing the name, but he also seemed curious.
    

    
      He looks at me with a gaze that says, why did you bring her here.
    

    
      However, I was first.
    

    
      It wasn't that, but Luis's attire was a mess, just like mine.
    

    
      And his remark just now about thinking it was his pursuers.
    

    
      And what was this smell of blood coming from inside?
    

    
      When I looked at Luis with eyes demanding an explanation, he opened his mouth with a tragic expression.
    

    
      “……We were attacked by the cult.”
    

    
      In the end, my face, which had maintained a poker face until now, was miserably crumpled.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      I approached the bed.
    

    
      There, a man covered in blood was lying.
    

    
      Whether he had sensed my presence, his slightly open eyes stared at me.
    

    
      Soon, a single smile appears on his lips.
    

    
      “Y-you’ve come, Master.”
    

    
      He was Guartes.
    

    
      “Guartes.”
    

    
      I had already heard the situation.
    

    
      Luis, who had gone to the meeting place as usual at the cult's call.
    

    
      But it wasn't just Guartes there.
    

    
      There were people he had never seen before, and Luis was immediately attacked.
    

    
      Right.
    

    
      It was a trap set by the cult.
    

    
      ‘If it weren’t for Guartes help…….’
    

    
      The reason Luis was able to escape from that trap was thanks to the unexpected help of Guartes.
    

    
      Why Guartes had betrayed the cult at a crucial moment and risked his life to help Luis.
    

    
      That was unknown.
    

    
      But that kind of thing didn't matter.
    

    
      What was important was that Guartes had helped our Shadow.
    

    
      “Thank you, Guartes.”
    

    
      “I’m…… I’m sorry.”
    

    
      Tears streamed from Guartes's eyes.
    

    
      “Already. I already knew. That they were going to betray you, Master…… I was so scared…… scared and afraid…… keoheok!”
    

    
      A gush of blood spurted out, soaking the blanket.
    

    
      The bed was already soaked with the blood and sweat that Guartes had shed.
    

    
      I took Guartes's hand.
    

    
      I could feel a tremendous tremor through his fingertips.
    

    
      Guartes was currently enduring extreme pain.
    

    
      “Dayle. Quickly, a doctor.”
    

    
      “N-no. Keuhak. It's…… no use, M-Master. I was hit by a curse.”
    

    
      Tightly, the grip of Guartes's hand, holding mine, tightens.
    

    
      “I was so. scared…… Please, forgive me……!”
    

    
      “I know. I understand. I will forgive you, so don’t say any more.”
    

    
      “……Ha…… haha. That’s a relief…… thank you.”
    

    
      A smile formed on Guartes's face again.
    

    
      “I…… wanted to follow you.”
    

    
      I could feel the intense tremor gradually subside.
    

    
      “You, who fulfilled my lifelong wish……”
    

    
      Slowly, Guartes's eyes closed.
    

    
      The tremor had completely stopped.
    

    
      I look down at Guartes, who has fallen into a deep sleep.
    

    
      With a smile on his lips, he looked extremely peaceful.
    

    
      A question arose.
    

    
      What on earth was the lifelong wish that I had fulfilled?
    

    
      I wanted to ask, but I can't ask anymore.
    

    
      I carefully put Guartes's hand down and straightened my back.
    

    
      “Master.”
    

    
      “……Boss.”
    

    
      My heart felt empty, as if it were hollow.
    

    
      I felt no emotion.
    

    
      My head was the same.
    

    
      I couldn't think of anything.
    

    
      However, I know what I have to do now.
    

    
      “Rachel.”
    

    
      “Uh. Uh……?”
    

    
      “The words you said before, that we have a special relationship. Is that still valid?”
    

    
      “Th-of course it is. I have nowhere to go back to now.”
    

    
      “Then, help me from now on. There’s something you have to do.”
    

    
      “……What on earth are you going to do?”
    

    
      Looking at Rachel, who asked cautiously, I answered in a short but clear voice.
    

    
      “War.”
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      Rachel was dumbfounded.
    

    
      What?
    

    
      War?
    

    
      “Hey, are you crazy? Did you lose your mind just because a cleric who liked you died? Do you know how I saved you? Why did I save you?”
    

    
      “To entrust a request.”
    

    
      At Gerard's excessively calm words, Rachel felt a surge of anger.
    

    
      “Ha! You know that well, don't you? And yet you're going to wage a war? In this state? Do you think the cult is a joke?”
    

    
      “We at Shadow have one rule. Never forget the blood that has been shed.”
    

    
      Gerard looked down at the peacefully sleeping Guartes.
    

    
      “……It's not just for revenge. They attacked me, the Master of Shadow, so it's only right that they pay the price.”
    

    
      Rachel couldn't say anything.
    

    
      She was overwhelmed by the atmosphere of indescribable reverence and solemnity.
    

    
      “You certainly said it. That before entrusting the request, you wanted to confirm our skills.”
    

    
      Rachel wanted to say that such a confirmation had already been completed long ago.
    

    
      You and Shadow are the only blades that can avenge me.
    

    
      However, Rachel, who was consumed by the gloomy aura that Gerard was emitting, could not easily open her mouth.
    

    
      “Watch carefully how we do things. Make your decision on whether to entrust the request after that.”
    

    
      Afterward, Gerard, who had gotten up from his seat, instructed Dayle and Luis to prepare for war.
    

    
      Luis and Dayle listened to the instructions silently and went outside.
    

    
      The faces I glimpsed as they passed were full of determination.
    

    
      There was no fear to be seen.
    

    
      Just then, Gerard called her.
    

    
      “Rachel.”
    

    
      “Uh. Uh?”
    

    
      “I have a favor to ask of you too.”
    

    
      “……A favor?”
    

    
      A little later, Rachel, who had left the Lunatic, hid her body in the shadows of Icata.
    

    
      It was still dawn.
    

    
      When she checked the time, it was an hour before sunrise.
    

    
      As Rachel walked aimlessly, she recalled the words he had said just before.
    

    
      ‘Watch carefully how we do things. Make your decision on whether to entrust the request after that.’
    

    
      Rachel frowned.
    

    
      She was dumbfounded.
    

    
      ‘What? Make the decision on whether to entrust the request after that?’
    

    
      She had risked being exposed to the cult today to save him.
    

    
      But did he really not know what that action meant and say such a thing?
    

    
      No.
    

    
      The man she had observed was a man with a sharp mind.
    

    
      There was no way he didn't know.
    

    
      Then, the reason he pretended not to know and said that was?
    

    
      To be more cautious?
    

    
      Or──
    

    
      ‘Is he trying to keep a distance because he can't trust me? Or is he just going to use me and throw me away…….’
    

    
      Rachel shook her head, shaking off the negative thoughts.
    

    
      Didn't she already know that he wasn't that kind of man?
    

    
      She regretted not asking before she left, but the atmosphere was not easy.
    

    
      Even if she went back in time to that moment, she probably wouldn't have been able to ask.
    

    
      The only clue she could guess from was the favor he had asked of her.
    

    
      ‘From now on, you will have to become a stooge of the cult.’
    

    
      During the war, he wanted her to enter the cult and extract information.
    

    
      Whether it was to prove her usefulness or something else.
    

    
      In any case, from her perspective, it was not a difficult favor.
    

    
      Because all she had to do was the opposite of what she had been doing so far.
    

    
      If there was one thing that bothered her a little, it was how much of herself had been exposed while saving him.
    

    
      If it had been identified that she was the one who had saved him, then this path she was taking was no different from walking into hell herself.
    

    
      “Let's check the atmosphere first.”
    

    
      Rachel headed to the Ladrier Hotel.
    

    
      The branch of the Darkness Council.
    

    
      This place, which was currently being used as a forward base for ‘Raid the Academy’, was operating as a normal hotel on the surface.
    

    
      She entered through the back door of the hotel and immediately headed to the top floor.
    

    
      She cautiously raised her senses.
    

    
      She could feel the presence of the Dark Clerics hiding in each corridor.
    

    
      There was no particular restraint.
    

    
      It seemed that her interference had not yet been known.
    

    
      ‘That's a relief.’
    

    
      Huh?
    

    
      Wait a minute.
    

    
      Come to think of it, didn't that Vilter guy die?
    

    
      ‘That's right!’
    

    
      On her way to help the Skull Mask, she had confirmed the dead body of Vilter with her own eyes.
    

    
      Vilter was the manager of the Ladrier Hotel and the highest-ranking High Clerics among the Darkness Council Clerics currently here.
    

    
      Since he was dead, the next highest-ranking cleric had to take over the authority and that was her, a High Cleric.
    

    
      But since she had a special mission to infiltrate the Academy, another High Cleric would surely be sent down from the Darkness Council as a replacement.
    

    
      ‘Still, I'm the one who has to report on what happened today!’
    

    
      As far as she knew, all the others had died at the hands of the professors or cadets.
    

    
      In other words, the operation was a complete failure.
    

    
      Since she, who was acting as a mole in the Academy, was the only one who knew the whole situation, the report was also her responsibility.
    

    
      Rachel's face brightened at once.
    

    
      ‘In that case, I can manipulate the report a little.’
    

    
      In that process, if she plausibly modified her own actions of helping the Skull Mask escape, she could ultimately make it an unsolved mystery that no one knew about.
    

    
      Rachel, who had thus diligently worked her head and created a suitable alibi, opened the manager's office with a light heart.
    

    
      And upon seeing the interior, she froze.
    

    
      There was already someone inside.
    

    
      “Hmm? You’re here?”
    

    
      Rachel just blinked her eyes at the appearance of an unexpected being.
    

    
      “……No. Why are you here.”
    

    
      “Hmm? Why? Is it strange that I'm here? Am I not supposed to be here?”
    

    
      “That's not it, but……”
    

    
      The man, the Death Council's High Cleric Margo, let out a small laugh and pointed to the side.
    

    
      “Or fix your expression and stand by the side. The Bishops are watching.”
    

    
      Only then did Rachel belatedly notice the two crystal orbs that were emitting light and the candlestick placed in front of them.
    

    
      Among them, the black flame that had formed on the right candlestick was particularly swelling.
    

    
      [Rachel. Why are you here? You should be grasping the movements of the Academy right now.]
    

    
      At the words of the black flame, Bishop Lutus, Rachel flinched but hurriedly blurted out an excuse.
    

    
      “Th-that is. To report the results on behalf of the deceased High Cleric Vilter…… I didn't know High Cleric Margo would be here.”
    

    
      It was a rambling answer, but there was no one who couldn't understand it.
    

    
      [Hmm, I see. Anyway.]
    

    
      [Continue speaking, Margo. So, how did the thief escape?]
    

    
      At the question of the blue flame, Bishop Cristiano, High Cleric Margo immediately answered.
    

    
      “I don't know the detailed situation myself, but at the crucial moment when he was completely surrounded and all that was left was to be arrested, I can only say that he escaped…… with someone's help.”
    

    
      In between, the black flame swelled up hotly, almost burning down the room, but in any case, Margo managed to finish the report with difficulty.
    

    
      [Hmm. With someone's help…….]
    

    
      [Strange. Is there anyone who could save the thief in that situation?]
    

    
      [No. Only other thieves.]
    

    
      [But the thieves who were his subordinates were tied up in another place. Ah, come to think of it, there was one. That vermin called Guartes or something. So that operation was also ruined, right? Heh heh heh.]
    

    
      […….]
    

    
      [Don't tell me there's another vermin like that hiding on our side? Hey, High Cleric Margo.]
    

    
      “Yes. Bishop Lutus.”
    

    
      [That part from before. Explain it in detail. What was the situation like? A black smoke erupted at the crucial moment?]
    

    
      Rachel, who was cowering in the corner, eavesdropping on the report, felt her mouth go dry.
    

    
      A feeling of her heart shriveling and cold sweat flowed all over her body.
    

    
      But she doesn't show it.
    

    
      It was a hellish time where she didn't know when her own mistakes and impure heart would be revealed.
    

    
      Nevertheless, for the sake of Gerard's request, Rachel opened her ears and focused her hearing on that conversation.
    

    
      Every single word they exchanged was key information for the victory of the war.
    

    
      And so, the morning broke.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      A dark, sealed room.
    

    
      Bishop Cristiano, who had finished communicating with the Ladrier Hotel, tapped the table.
    

    
      Target elimination failed.
    

    
      He was currently reconstructing the operation based on Margo's report, wondering where it had gone wrong.
    

    
      On the surface, the operation he had planned was perfect.
    

    
      In fact, the mana bomb had exploded at the perfect timing, and the explosion had completely swallowed the target and even Ivan, who had been interfering with the cult's events.
    

    
      However, they all survived.
    

    
      Was the explosive power weak?
    

    
      It could be, but the ‘BT-2’ was the bomb with the best performance among the mana bombs that could be prepared at the time.
    

    
      In other words, that was the best they could do.
    

    
      And even this part, Bishop Cristiano had taken into account.
    

    
      That's why the High Priests disguised as villains were dispatched.
    

    
      They attacked the thief who had survived despite being caught in the explosion.
    

    
      However, unexpectedly, the thief was strong.
    

    
      In fact, that didn't matter either.
    

    
      Because the Academy was a place full of people stronger than the High Priests.
    

    
      The Skull Mask, who had been caught in the explosion and even ambushed by the High Clerics, was clearly not in a normal state, and in that state, he would not have been able to escape the Academy, which had established an emergency perimeter.
    

    
      ──That was Bishop Cristiano's calculation and final gambit.
    

    
      ‘But it all fell apart.’
    

    
      Nothing had gone wrong.
    

    
      It was just that the Skull Mask was stronger than expected.
    

    
      And Guartes's betrayal was also unexpected.
    

    
      And the appearance of a third party was also not expected.
    

    
      To predict such things was in the realm of God's ability, precognition.
    

    
      Bishop Cristiano gave a bitter smile and admitted his failure.
    

    
      As a result, the cult had turned useful, no.
    

    
      A more competent hunting dog than he thought into an enemy.
    

    
      It was a great pity, but that was all.
    

    
      No matter how competent, a hunting dog is a hunting dog, a trivial tool that can be discarded whenever the master decides.
    

    
      He didn't feel worried or in a sense of crisis.
    

    
      The problem was Bishop Lutus's reaction.
    

    
      “It seems to be a soot bomb. It's certain that there's a traitor inside.”
    

    
      Even though the operation had already ended in failure, he seemed to have no intention of letting it go.
    

    
      “Loki. Are you there?”
    

    
      “You called.”
    

    
      “It seems a rat has snuck into our Darkness Council. Go to Icata and root out the traitor there.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “If you check the list of those who requested soot bombs and cross-reference the numbers, you'll be able to catch them for sure, even if it takes time. Pluck out his heart and bring it to me.”
    

    
      “As you command.”
    

    
      Lutus, who had given the order to the High Priest, opened his mouth as he looked at Cristiano.
    

    
      “What will you do now? The operation you designed has failed, do you have a next plan?”
    

    
      Cristiano stared at Lutus for a moment and then tilted his head.
    

    
      “Strange.”
    

    
      “What is?”
    

    
      “You. Aren't you obsessed with Shadow more than necessary?”
    

    
      “Heh heh. Those bastards are not the type to just quit here. It's foolish to proceed with work while leaving a troublesome enemy behind.”
    

    
      “Lutus. It's foolish to take your eyes off the corpse in front of you just because a troublesome fly is buzzing around.”
    

    
      “You call Shadow a fly?”
    

    
      “Of course, that's not it. It's a fact that we have received their help so far. What I mean is that no matter how much they fly and crawl, they are just a thief guild. Guys we can get rid of whenever we decide to.”
    

    
      Lutus raised the corners of his mouth.
    

    
      “Then get rid of them without any more talk. As promised.”
    

    
      Is he getting cocky because he has the devil's seed?
    

    
      That was the only way I could think of it.
    

    
      Because Lutus's attitude had become high-handed since then.
    

    
      The hand holding the staff under the table trembled.
    

    
      However, on Cristiano's face, a dignified smile was formed.
    

    
      “……I hope that your leisure lasts long.”
    

    
      “Heh heh. Thank you for your concern. So. Your answer?”
    

    
      “Fine. I will finish off Shadow. Just as promised.”
    

    
      “You should have done that from the beginning.”
    

    
      “I'll think of a new method. By the way, now that I see it, you speak as if you know the workings of Shadow well, Lutus?”
    

    
      In that moment, the smile on Lutus's lips completely disappeared.
    

    
      “……Did it seem so?”
    

    
      At that sudden change, Cristiano felt an unreadable sense of unease, but he nodded his head.
    

    
      “It seemed so.”
    

    
      “Is that so? Well, I guess it's a sense of kinship between shady bastards. Since we and they both like the dark?”
    

    
      Lutus, who said so, smiled nonchalantly again.
    

    
      But Cristiano did not take those words at face value.
    

    
      Because it was such absurd nonsense that a passing dog would laugh at it.
    

    
      A sense of kinship.
    

    
      Coming from the mouth of someone who had not just disliked but despised Shadow, it was a choice of words that was completely unbelievable.
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      [Frey Heroes Academy, Suffers a Calamity!]
    

    
      That news, like a bolt from the blue, struck the empire as soon as the next morning came.
    

    
      Daily newspapers with the word ‘Special Report’ emblazoned on them were scattered all over the streets, and all the citizens of the empire were buzzing with talk about it.
    

    
      The Academy took immediate action.
    

    
      First and foremost, the Vice-Dean, Karad, made a statement on behalf of the Dean, Bell Toro.
    

    
      [Last night, during the final evaluation, Frey Heroes Academy was attacked by unidentified intruders. Although the Academy guards, professors, and cadets joined forces to repel them, as you citizens know, the Academy has been embroiled in various large and small incidents this year……(omitted)……After a long pursuit, we have found out that their identities are composed of necromancers, dark magicians, assassins, etc., and that they are a new religion that believes in an evil god. The name of the cult is Beltus. We have determined that they are already operating in various parts of the empire……Therefore, the Academy has clearly defined the Beltus Cult as an ‘enemy’ and will devote all its strength to repelling them together with the Central Knights Headquarters and the Magic Tower……]
    

    
      The Department Heads went in and out of the Central Knights Headquarters and the Magic Tower, the professors held countermeasure meetings and the Academy guards further strengthened their security and vigilance.
    

    
      The cadets restored the damage caused by the battle or reorganized in their own ways.
    

    
      And in that gloomy and chaotic situation, a funeral was held for the victims.
    

    
      The victims were guard members and cadets.
    

    
      There was one victim from each grade and among them, the most were the 4th-year cadets who were supposed to play the role of villains in the final evaluation.
    

    
      Their bodies were found in a warehouse next to the school's incinerator.
    

    
      There was also a victim among the 1st-year, 890th class cadets.
    

    
      His name was Hannes Kasa.
    

    
      With a cheerful personality, he was close with Gwyn Gaiard, but he was popular because he was friendly to everyone, regardless of their grades or background.
    

    
      And the vacation began.
    

    
      Since it was the first vacation at the Academy, the 890th class cadets had been waiting for the vacation, even making elaborate plans, but not anymore.
    

    
      No one was happy or excited.
    

    
      As the final evaluation ended ambiguously, the results of the semester rankings were shrouded in mystery, but there were no cadets who complained about this either.
    

    
      Everyone was just sad and angry.
    

    
      Wudangtang!
    

    
      It was while moving materials to rebuild a collapsed wall.
    

    
      An 890th class cadet accidentally dropped the materials.
    

    
      The cadet stared blankly at the bricks rolling on the dirt floor, let out a faint sigh, and then bent down to pick them up one by one.
    

    
      But suddenly, he began to throw the bricks he had painstakingly picked up back on the ground in a fit of anger.
    

    
      “Damn it! Damn it! Damn it!”
    

    
      The bricks were crushed, and stone fragments flew up.
    

    
      And they left scratches on his face, arms, and clothes.
    

    
      But he did not stop his act of resentment.
    

    
      No one who was working with him and witnessed his appearance tried to stop him.
    

    
      Because they were not unaware of the feelings of him, who had lost a close friend.
    

    
      “…….Heuk. Dammit!”
    

    
      In the end, Gwyn, who had knelt down, sobbed hotly.
    

    
      Ivan, who was watching him from a distance, lifted his head and looked at the sky.
    

    
      The indifferent sky was still high and blue.
    

    
      Three days have passed since then.
    

    
      But his gloomy mood showed no signs of improving.
    

    
      His head was complicated, and it was hard to bear the sense of futility and powerlessness that was slowly crawling up his body.
    

    
      On top of that, he had even lost the artifact that Department Head Pirion had given him, the ‘Tracker’s Seal’.
    

    
      “Haa.”
    

    
      He just wanted to swing his sword like crazy.
    

    
      It was the same yesterday, and the day before.
    

    
      Seeing Gwyn, who was freely expressing his resentment, he decided that he had to hold a sword today as well.
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      “Are you going to keep being like this?”
    

    
      Ivan looked to the side.
    

    
      Guillaume, who had approached at some point, was standing next to him.
    

    
      “Ah, sorry. I wasn't trying to slack off.”
    

    
      “It’s a mood where everyone is resting because of Gwyn anyway. That's not what I mean.”
    

    
      “Then?”
    

    
      At Ivan's question, Guillaume put down the pile of bricks he was holding and sat on it.
    

    
      “You saw the Royal Dream, right?”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      “And you know what kind of guys attacked us until now.”
    

    
      Ivan nodded his head.
    

    
      The Beltus Cult.
    

    
      A mysterious new religion with little known about them other than that they are a pseudo-religion that commands magical beasts and worships evil.
    

    
      Still, the biggest known characteristic was that its believers were mainly composed of people who were socially isolated and lived inhumane lives, such as dark magicians or assassins.
    

    
      “They say that even well-known villains might be affiliated with the Beltus Cult. You know, like Skull Mask, Head Collector Cave and Holy Sabo. It might be a pretty large organization and those guys are after our Academy.”
    

    
      At the name Skull Mask, Ivan's eyes, which had been listening with a blank expression, narrowed.
    

    
      But Guillaume, who didn't see it, continued to speak.
    

    
      “Anyway, that's why the 4th-year seniors, led by Professor Chaser, are going to form an investigation team. To wipe out those pseudo-religion bastards who have been attacking us until now.”
    

    
      “Really? Do they know where they are?”
    

    
      “I don't know that either. But I think they're hiding somewhere in Icata. You know, there were guys who survived this terror attack. One necromancer and the Skull Mask. Where would they have hidden? Only Icata.”
    

    
      While the excited Guillaume was chattering, Ivan was lost in thought.
    

    
      The word that came out again, Skull Mask.
    

    
      Strangely, when he thought of him, Ivan was engulfed in a strange feeling that he couldn't express.
    

    
      Separate from the strong killing intent, anger, and fighting spirit that arose when he thought of other villains.
    

    
      Ivan recalled the terror on the night of the attack.
    

    
      At that time, Ivan had clashed with the Skull Mask.
    

    
      And not long after, he was caught in a huge explosion and lost consciousness.
    

    
      But when he opened his eyes, Gwyn, Karina, and Yuria were in front of him.
    

    
      And the story he heard from them was quite surprising.
    

    
      ‘He saved me.’
    

    
      Of course, he couldn't know if the guy had purely intended to do so.
    

    
      Because he had been unconscious.
    

    
      At least, it was certain that he had brought him to his classmates in a sound state, so it just seemed that way from the circumstances.
    

    
      Ivan's thoughts went further back, to when he had first met him.
    

    
      The battle with the ghost knight in the cemetery.
    

    
      Come to think of it, he had been saved then too.
    

    
      ‘And this is the second time.’
    

    
      Just then.
    

    
      The voice of him, who had thrown the mana bomb up with all his might and shouted at him, echoed in his head.
    

    
      ─‘Run……!’
    

    
      “Ivan? Ivan!”
    

    
      “Ah. Huh?”
    

    
      “What are you thinking so seriously? Did you even listen to my story?”
    

    
      “Sorry. What did you say?”
    

    
      “I asked what you're going to do now. You have to avenge Hannes, don't you? Are you just going to stay still like this?”
    

    
      ……Revenge.
    

    
      Ivan glanced at where Gwyn was.
    

    
      He was already gone.
    

    
      “He just went back to the dorm. It must be hard for him. The two of them were very close.”
    

    
      Huu, Ivan let out a sigh.
    

    
      “The Academy right now is a bomb that will explode if anyone just touches it. The professors are trying to suppress it, but how can they do as they please? And since it's vacation, the cadets are free. And the professors are busy with this and that.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “So I think we should also move.”
    

    
      Ivan immediately understood what Guillaume was trying to say.
    

    
      “You want to organize an investigation team among ourselves, like the professors.”
    

    
      “Yeah. For Hannes.”
    

    
      The cause of Hannes's death was a penetrating wound from necromancy.
    

    
      A magical beast's spine had shot out of the ground and pierced Hannes's chest.
    

    
      Although not as much as Gwyn, Ivan was also close with Hannes.
    

    
      The other classmates were the same.
    

    
      There was no one who did not have animosity toward the necromancer who had killed him.
    

    
      In addition, since necromancers were beings who went against the laws of nature, they were treated even more vilely than dark magicians or assassins, and they were a tribe to whom the special provision of being able to be summarily judged upon discovery was given.
    

    
      Their very existence was evil.
    

    
      They were, in a word, villains.
    

    
      And only then did Ivan realize why he had been so conscious of and thinking about the Skull Mask.
    

    
      It was a question about the Skull Mask's identity.
    

    
      From the first meeting to the second meeting.
    

    
      At his action of saving him, Ivan had come to question, ‘Is the Skull Mask really a villain?’
    

    
      However, he realized it while talking with Guillaume just now.
    

    
      ‘It was a problem not worth worrying about.’
    

    
      The Skull Mask is a villain.
    

    
      And a wanted target currently ranked as Slaughter grade at that.
    

    
      Whether he saved him or not, the fact that he is a villain who has committed heinous acts does not change.
    

    
      And the fact that many people have been harmed because of him is also an unchanging truth.
    

    
      Of course, he was curious.
    

    
      Why did he do such things?
    

    
      However, his intention was surely impure.
    

    
      Because he was a villain.
    

    
      No other reason was needed.
    

    
      Just as he was sorting things out, Guillaume asked again.
    

    
      “You have experience in an investigation team, Ivan, don't you?”
    

    
      “That’s right. But that’s the same for Gerard-senior.”
    

    
      Come to think of it, where did Gerard-senior go?
    

    
      At his appearance, which had not been seen all day, Ivan looked around and asked.
    

    
      “By the way, Guillaume. Gerard-senior? Where is he?”
    

    
      “He didn’t come out today.”
    

    
      Hmm?
    

    
      Didn't come out of the dorm?
    

    
      Ivan scratched his cheek.
    

    
      It was true that the 3rd-years were exempt from the cleanup.
    

    
      But wasn't it Gerard who always took the initiative in situations like this?
    

    
      Just then, Guillaume's words added to the suspicion.
    

    
      “Speaking of Gerard-senior, there's a strange story going around.”
    

    
      Ivan immediately looked at Guillaume's mouth.
    

    
      “What story?”
    

    
      “When we were attacked. After the final evaluation started.”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      “At that time, they said sunbaenim was nowhere to be seen.”
    

    
      “So?”
    

    
      “So. They said no one saw Gerard-sunbaenim anywhere in the battle zone when we were attacked. Isn’t that strange?”
    

    
      A wrinkle formed on Ivan's brow.
    

    
      “Didn't they just not see him because they were busy? And how big is the Academy? He must have been fighting somewhere else.”
    

    
      “But the battle zone was decided because of the final evaluation, wasn't it? Around the Research Wing.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “In fact, most of the villains' bodies were found around there, and the ones that weren't were not far from there. And is Gerard-sunbaenim the type of person to be left out when something like this happens? He's the first one to step up.”
    

    
      Ivan nodded his head without realizing it.
    

    
      He had just been thinking something similar himself.
    

    
      “And when I saw him at the infirmary yesterday, his arm was injured.”
    

    
      “What about that?”
    

    
      “The Skull Mask who fought with Supervising Professor Chaser. He also injured his arm.”
    

    
      Ivan shot up.
    

    
      His eyes, as he glared at Guillaume, were full of unbearable displeasure.
    

    
      “Guillaume. What are you talking about right now?”
    

    
      Guillaume just blinked his eyes.
    

    
      “What's wrong? Ivan. What did I?”
    

    
      “So? Gerard-senior is the Skull Mask. Is that what you're trying to say right now?”
    

    
      “It's not what I said. It's a story that's been secretly spreading among the cadets. I just relayed it to him.”
    

    
      It was hard to believe.
    

    
      No matter how angry and difficult the situation was, to suspect a fellow comrade of being a villain.
    

    
      And that, someone who had dedicated themselves to the Academy until now.
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      “Who did you hear it from? Which bastards are saying that? Don't tell me it's our classmates?”
    

    
      “It’s not. You know. What Gerard-senior is to us. It’s not our grade, I think it’s probably the upperclassmen. 2nd years or 3rd years?”
    

    
      Ivan's eyes narrowed.
    

    
      Jealousy?
    

    
      It wasn't that he couldn't understand.
    

    
      If you were to grab a passing citizen and ask who the most popular cadet at the Academy currently is, ten out of ten would say Gerard-sunbae.
    

    
      Moreover, this was the Academy.
    

    
      A place where many nobles and upper-class children gathered due to the difference in prior learning and innate talent, and they were a prideful species.
    

    
      It was perhaps natural for their pride to be scratched.
    

    
      ‘Still, there’s a limit.’
    

    
      No matter what, it was too much to try to frame a senior, a friend and a future comrade who would fight together as a villain just because of a mere emotion.
    

    
      It was a malicious act that had crossed the line.
    

    
      Of course, no matter how much such a rumor spread, he knew that no one would identify Gerard with the Skull Mask, because of Gerard's past sacrifices and heroic actions.
    

    
      ‘Everyone will dismiss it as a baseless rumor.’
    

    
      And Ivan's guess was roughly correct.
    

    
      Because the speculative scandal that Gerard and the Skull Mask were the same person had completely disappeared in less than a day.
    

    
      It was because the image that Gerard had been building up little by little throughout the semester was so solid.
    

    
      As a result, Gerard's efforts to escape the death flag were bearing fruit in these unseen places.
    

    
      In addition, it was a time when everyone was busy and hectic with the damage control and follow-up of the incident.
    

    
      There was no room for personal stories about what Gerard did or didn't do.
    

    
      Right.
    

    
      There was certainly no room for that.
    

    
      As the public's interest in the large-scale night raid on the Academy subsided.
    

    
      And just as the situation seemed to have been somewhat resolved and daily life was being restored.
    

    
      As if it had been waiting, an incident broke out in Icata.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The Main Building's Grand Conference Hall.
    

    
      The professors gathered there.
    

    
      They all looked worn out with fatigue.
    

    
      And rightly so, they had to run around day and night to calm the situation, and after all the work was done, they had to gather in the conference hall and enter into a countermeasure meeting.
    

    
      They had repeated that for three whole days without sleep, so no matter how outstanding their mental and physical strength was, it was reaching a point where it was hard to endure.
    

    
      Naturally, that fatigue turned into irritation.
    

    
      And the irritation led to anger toward the Beltus Cult.
    

    
      Just then, a grand conference was convened by the Vice-Dean's order.
    

    
      The agenda for the meeting was to delve into the Record videos they had been waiting for so long.
    

    
      The professors maintained their silence and focused their gazes on the center of the table.
    

    
      In the center was a rather large crystal orb, and soon, the transparent crystal orb began to emit a bright light.
    

    
      “Turn off the lights.”
    

    
      At the Vice-Dean's words, the Head of Personnel, Rodrig, cut off all the lights in the conference hall.
    

    
      Then, a stirring movement began to rise within the transparent crystal orb.
    

    
      The movement soon turned into a violent motion.
    

    
      It was a single scene and a single gaze.
    

    
      It was also someone's memory.
    

    
      That someone was moving very violently.
    

    
      Because of that, the background scenery whizzed by, and for some reason, it was also dark, so it wasn't very clear.
    

    
      But there was no one sitting here who didn't know that the background in the crystal orb was not the school.
    

    
      A first-person view.
    

    
      It wasn't long before a flash of light suddenly appeared there.
    

    
      It was easy to deduce the situation.
    

    
      A surprise attack.
    

    
      At the long-awaited singularity, the professors all widened their eyes.
    

    
      At the same time, the silhouette of the attacker appeared in front.
    

    
      “……Hmm.”
    

    
      The professors, who had confirmed the attacker standing tall in the crystal orb, each let out an unreadable moan.
    

    
      The attacker was wearing a skull-shaped mask.
    

    
      He was also holding a sword and a staff, and on the hilt of the sword, what seemed to be a bird's head was carved.
    

    
      Skull Mask.
    

    
      And the sword-staff type artifact, Raven.
    

    
      Everyone in this place knew who the owner of those items was.
    

    
      The Master of Shadow.
    

    
      The man who had once ruled the night of Icata.
    

    
      He was an existence that was thought to have disappeared, and was thus slowly being forgotten from their minds.
    

    
      But at some point, he had suddenly reappeared.
    

    
      The first time they had heard the news was about three months ago.
    

    
      When the Vault librarian, Ged, was trying to escape the Academy.
    

    
      At that time, his existence was first mentioned through the mouths of the 890th class cadets, Karina Zain and Gwyn Gaiard.
    

    
      Because of that incident, Karina Zain had to be confined to the recovery room.
    

    
      And they clearly remembered it because she had made a fuss, saying she would catch him with her own hands and get her revenge.
    

    
      However, the professors did not believe Karina and Gwyn's words.
    

    
      Because it was just the story of mere new cadets with no experience.
    

    
      In the professors' minds, Shadow was a guild that had long since been ruined and forgotten.
    

    
      And some of them even had the experience of actually being deployed in the ‘Purification’ operation that had wiped Shadow from the world at that time.
    

    
      They had seen their end, either directly or indirectly.
    

    
      There was no way they could believe it.
    

    
      However, as if to mock such thoughts, sightings of the Skull Mask came out several more times after that.
    

    
      The eyewitness accounts of the researchers that it was the Skull Mask who had broken into the Research Wing's control room and broken the Obelisk.
    

    
      And the testimony of the Central Knights that he was the culprit who had caused the zombie incident in Icata.
    

    
      As sightings continued to come out like this and even the Central Knights, who were rich in practical experience, came forward, they had no choice but to admit it now.
    

    
      That Shadow had reappeared.
    

    
      Of course, no one knew if they were really Shadow.
    

    
      Because it was possible that they were another new force that had just happened to acquire Shadow's sacred object, and thus had a completely different spirit and ideology.
    

    
      Nothing had been confirmed, and information was scarce.
    

    
      So the empire did not make this fact public.
    

    
      They had created a villain named ‘Skull Mask’ and put a bounty on him and had taken the stance of watching the situation unfold while remaining silent.
    

    
      ‘And then something like this happened.’
    

    
      The professors saw the Skull Mask as the culprit and mastermind of this incident.
    

    
      And rightly so, because he was the one who had toyed with the professors and guards until the very end and survived.
    

    
      What was even more shocking was that he had casually survived the attacks of Chaser Idna and Ronica Jasmine.
    

    
      After the situation had ended, the professors, who saw Chaser appear with his whole body in tatters from cuts, could not help but click their tongues and tremble.
    

    
      ‘He pushed Chaser, who is called the next number one swordsman, this far……?’
    

    
      Whether he was a descendant of Shadow or not.
    

    
      It was certain that he was a formidable master.
    

    
      So, in the eyes of the professors who were staring at the Skull Mask in the crystal orb, anger and a faint fear were intricately mixed.
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      “……Hmm?”
    

    
      The situation in the crystal orb suddenly changed.
    

    
      A battle with the Skull Mask had already begun.
    

    
      But at some point, with a flame and a dazzling light, the video suddenly ended.
    

    
      “……What is it?”
    

    
      “Is it over?”
    

    
      The professors' eyes turned to the supervising professor who was operating the crystal orb, Ronica Jasmine.
    

    
      At their question, Ronica nodded her head.
    

    
      “This is the end.”
    

    
      “Are you sure?”
    

    
      A wrinkle formed on Ronica's brow.
    

    
      “I've been up all night trying to recover this broken Record video, and you're going to be like that, really? Don't doubt me. It's certain that this is the end. I've checked it thoroughly with the Development Department Head until the very end.”
    

    
      Ronica, who had answered so, operated the crystal orb and rewound the memory's timeline again.
    

    
      Just before the light exploded.
    

    
      And then she replayed the memory from there, at a slower speed than the first time.
    

    
      Then, something that had been invisible before was now visible.
    

    
      “……A mana bomb?”
    

    
      At a professor's mumble, Ronica nodded her head.
    

    
      “That’s right. A mana bomb.”
    

    
      And she continued her explanation.
    

    
      “As you can see, Ivan was caught in the explosion of a mana bomb while fighting the Skull Mask. Well, there's no one here who doesn't know this fact.”
    

    
      That's right.
    

    
      They had already heard Ivan's testimony and had come to the conclusion that the perpetrator who had set off the mana bomb was the Skull Mask.
    

    
      However, the truth seemed to be different.
    

    
      “Watch carefully from now on.”
    

    
      The Skull Mask took out the mana bomb that was tied to his waist.
    

    
      And he hurriedly threw it up.
    

    
      At that time, the mana bomb was already on the verge of spewing out a reddish-black flame with cracks.
    

    
      The key is now.
    

    
      [Ru……n……g.]
    

    
      ……A voice came from the crystal orb.
    

    
      It was so small and unclear that you couldn't understand it without concentrating, as it was mixed with noise and surrounding static.
    

    
      What was certain was that it was not Ivan's voice.
    

    
      “It seems to be the Skull Mask's voice.”
    

    
      It was right to judge it that way from the circumstances.
    

    
      The problem was the content contained in the voice.
    

    
      “It seems he just told Ivan to run. Am I the only one who heard it that way?”
    

    
      It was a question from the Vice-Dean, who had been quiet until now.
    

    
      The memory of the crystal orb had stopped at the scene just before the mana bomb exploded.
    

    
      “I heard it that way too.”
    

    
      “Hey. No way. There's no reason for that, is there?”
    

    
      “That's right. He was the one who had just attacked Ivan. It doesn't make sense.”
    

    
      “I'm not sure. The sound quality is distorted. And there are various static mixed in.”
    

    
      The professors' opinions were divided.
    

    
      The Vice-Dean, who was listening to their stories, this time asked the Department Head Pirion.
    

    
      “Ivan? What did he say?”
    

    
      “He doesn't seem to know either. It was a very confusing situation, and he fainted right after.”
    

    
      Once again, a regrettable moan erupted in the hall.
    

    
      The Vice-Dean thought for a moment and then instructed Ronica.
    

    
      “Hmm. Let’s watch the video again for now.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Slowly this time, please.”
    

    
      Ronica operated the crystal orb.
    

    
      The scene of the Skull Mask throwing the mana bomb into the air just before it exploded.
    

    
      And the mana bomb that spews out hot flames and a flash of light with the explosion.
    

    
      The mysterious shadow that suddenly appears and blocks it.
    

    
      And the light that completely swallowed the three of them.
    

    
      “The man who blocked the Skull Mask's path at the end, who is he?”
    

    
      “I don't know.”
    

    
      At Ronica's answer, the conference room was engulfed in a heavy silence.
    

    
      It was a grand conference convened because the restoration of the destroyed Record was finished.
    

    
      And the professors had no doubt that the Record would be the key point in grasping the situation.
    

    
      Because that restored video was the Record of Ivan, who had first faced the culprit at the time of the attack.
    

    
      They had expected that if they watched it, they would be able to find out what the Skull Mask's purpose was.
    

    
      And what his face was, and where he might be hiding, etc.
    

    
      They had expected to be able to grasp the situation in an orderly manner and, if they were lucky, even get information about the Skull Mask's identity.
    

    
      But after watching it, it felt like the questions had only increased.
    

    
      It was when the professors were all dejected because of such thoughts.
    

    
      The Vice-Dean suddenly let out a dry laugh.
    

    
      “Why are you doing that?”
    

    
      At Department Head Allen's question, he smiled.
    

    
      “Because it seems to be the first time.”
    

    
      “What is?”
    

    
      “To see the two departments not raising their voices at each other, but working together and worrying about the same thing. It seems to be the first time.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      The professors looked at the Vice-Dean with blank eyes.
    

    
      Then they turned their gaze and looked at the professors from the other department sitting across from them.
    

    
      Come to think of it, that was right.
    

    
      Every time there was a grand conference, they were the ones who had worried more about how to screw over the scumbag in front of them than the agenda for the meeting.
    

    
      But at this moment, they were united with one mind.
    

    
      For the Academy.
    

    
      “Well, that’s natural. The Academy is like a sanctuary to us. In any case, everyone here is an alumnus of the Academy, aren't they.”
    

    
      “That’s right.”
    

    
      The Vice-Dean nodded his head.
    

    
      He opened his mouth again.
    

    
      “To get back to the main point and summarize, we haven't been able to find out whether the Skull Mask is the Master of Shadow. Or whether he is a pseudo-believer belonging to the Beltus Cult. But with this, one thing has become clear. That is, that the Skull Mask and the cult have split.”
    

    
      “……!”
    

    
      “The mana bomb that exploded then was a weapon of the cult. 
    

    
      It seems the cult gave it to the Skull Mask to use for this incident, but it seems that was the trigger for the betrayal.”
    

    
      “Then will the Skull Mask now stop his hostile actions toward our Academy?”
    

    
      At Ronica's question, the Vice-Dean shook his head.
    

    
      “I don't know about that.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “But if the Skull Mask has really split with the cult. And if he is really a descendant of Shadow, and an existence who has inherited its will.”
    

    
      The Vice-Dean looked around at the professors and continued in a clear voice.
    

    
      “He will not stand still. Before long, the cult will pay dearly for its betrayal.”
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      Chapter 151: Preparations (4)
    

    
      Knock knock-
    

    
      “Come in.”
    

    
      The person who came in with the knock was none other than Rachel.
    

    
      I had already heard the news that she had visited the Lunatic through Luis.
    

    
      I gestured with my chin to the sofa in front of me and she sat there with a somewhat displeased expression.
    

    
      “Fortunately, it seems the cult hasn't noticed my betrayal yet. For now, that is. So I don't think there will be any problem helping you for the time being.”
    

    
      “That's a relief.”
    

    
      “But are you going to keep wearing that?”
    

    
      I looked at Rachel, who was crossing her legs.
    

    
      She was tapping her face.
    

    
      “The mask, you mean?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      Only then did I realize the reason for Rachel's uncomfortable expression.
    

    
      It was because of the skull mask I was currently wearing.
    

    
      “Are you going to keep wearing that? It's about time you showed your face.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “Or do you still not trust me?”
    

    
      “That's not it. If that were the case, I wouldn't have brought you here in the first place.”
    

    
      This shop, the Lunatic, was currently Shadow's base and only hideout.
    

    
      Opening such a place to Rachel could be seen as a sign of trust.
    

    
      Due to their nature, thief guilds are bound to have several hideouts and front businesses.
    

    
      During Shadow's heyday, they had managed over ten establishments in Icata alone and it was said that the information they obtained from them was enough to live on.
    

    
      But all those places were swept away by the empire's purification operation.
    

    
      With Shadow's head being pierced first, the roots that had been hidden deep underground, following the stem, were all pulled out.
    

    
      Of course, Luis had told me that a few places had survived…… but too much time had passed with contact cut off, so it wasn't clear what their relationship was now.
    

    
      Because the situation had changed a lot from the past.
    

    
      They might not acknowledge us over there.
    

    
      It was right to see them as strangers.
    

    
      Anyway, since we had opened the location of this important Lunatic to Rachel, it was as good as us showing our trust in her.
    

    
      But from her perspective, it seemed not.
    

    
      Judging by that still dissatisfied expression.
    

    
      “There might be other places besides this, right?”
    

    
      “This is the only place.”
    

    
      “Can't you just show me coolly?”
    

    
      “I can't.”
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “Because something might go wrong. Didn't you just say it yourself? That 'for now', the cult doesn't seem to have noticed your betrayal.”
    

    
      “……No. That's literally it.”
    

    
      “That means you don't know when the cult will find out about your betrayal.”
    

    
      If Rachel was caught by the cult, she would be forced to reveal everything in her head through mental torture, regardless of her own will.
    

    
      Then, not only the location of this place, but all my personal information, including my face and physical characteristics, would be exposed.
    

    
      The place can just be abandoned.
    

    
      Because I can get a new one.
    

    
      But I can't get a new body.
    

    
      Is there any need to bear such a risk?
    

    
      “Understood?”
    

    
      At my question, Rachel stared at me silently for a moment.
    

    
      Then she lets out a small laugh.
    

    
      “This is why I chose you, because you're so perfect. As expected, I have a good eye for people.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “Honestly, it would be a lie to say I'm not disappointed. But if that's the reason, then I can fully understand.”
    

    
      She bowed her head.
    

    
      She takes something out of her bosom.
    

    
      It must be the information she had stolen from the cult at my request.
    

    
      The reason she came today was to give those things.
    

    
      And she asked.
    

    
      “Then what exactly is our relationship? Comrades? Or a temporary alliance with a common enemy. Something like that?”
    

    
      “Is that important?”
    

    
      “Yes. It’s important.”
    

    
      “……There's no need to think about it too hard. A business relationship. When all this is over, I plan to handle your request first.”
    

    
      “Ah.”
    

    
      For a brief moment, her movements stopped.
    

    
      Because she was bowing her head, I couldn't see clearly, but she seemed to be biting her lip.
    

    
      “……That's right.”
    

    
      And as expected.
    

    
      Her red lips, as she held out the file, turned white along the teeth marks and then returned to their original color.
    

    
      “You didn't forget. Thank you for that.”
    

    
      “There's no way I'd forget. That's the reason you're helping me.”
    

    
      “That's right. The reason I'm helping you.”
    

    
      Before I knew it, she was continuing her words with a serious expression.
    

    
      “Here. The documents you wanted.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “The cult is also planning a war. It seems they're planning to completely root you guys out. That is, Shadow.”
    

    
      I tilted my head.
    

    
      Because it was the exact opposite of what I had expected.
    

    
      “Whose decision is this? Bishop Cristiano?”
    

    
      “No. Bishop Lutus.”
    

    
      My brow furrowed automatically.
    

    
      Bishop Lutus?
    

    
      “I don't understand.”
    

    
      “It’s the same for me. It's strange that the guys who should be making 'Raid the Academy' their number one priority are suddenly trying to catch you guys like rats.”
    

    
      The strangest thing was Bishop Lutus's decision.
    

    
      “Does Bishop Lutus hold the real power?”
    

    
      “It seems so…… but it's not certain. No matter how much I try, it's hard for me to grasp the atmosphere between the different sects.”
    

    
      Rachel answered without confidence, but I saw it as certain.
    

    
      I know just by looking at the situation.
    

    
      If Bishop Cristiano had the real power, given his personality, he would have chosen to continue with ‘Raid the Academy' rather than a war with us.
    

    
      ‘But how?’
    

    
      Lutus shouldn't have that kind of power.
    

    
      Was there a setting in the original work that I was missing?
    

    
      ‘And. Why on earth?’
    

    
      This part was actually the most questionable.
    

    
      In the cult's eyes, our Shadow is just a small-scale guild.
    

    
      In fact, it's embarrassing to even call it a guild, and its members are also thieves, so it's fine to just ignore them.
    

    
      ‘But they’ve brought in reinforcements to wipe us out.’
    

    
      I opened the file I received from Rachel.
    

    
      Inside were the personal details of the personnel who had been brought in as reinforcements by the cult.
    

    
      Each one was a force not to be ignored.
    

    
      Why would they bring in this much reinforcement?
    

    
      And why are they going this far?
    

    
      No matter how much our Shadow and the Darkness Council were at odds in 'Raid the Academy', it was at most at the level of jealousy and keeping each other in check, it shouldn't have been to this extent.
    

    
      ‘Did he hate us that much?’
    

    
      No.
    

    
      This was not simply a matter of liking or disliking.
    

    
      A gamer's intuition, so to speak.
    

    
      I felt that there was something more serious that I didn't know.
    

    
      “Do you know everything?”
    

    
      Just then, Rachel asked me.
    

    
      I decided to put aside my unsettling thoughts for a moment.
    

    
      The war ahead was a more important issue than Bishop Lutus.
    

    
      “Roughly?”
    

    
      “Still, I'll give you a supplementary explanation.”
    

    
      I nodded my head.
    

    
      The reinforced forces.
    

    
      Among them, there were three people to be wary of.
    

    
      First, Bishop Laitna.
    

    
      Right.
    

    
      A Bishop-level figure had come here to Icata.
    

    
      To catch us.
    

    
      “Bishop Laitna is one of the only three bishops in the Death Council. Her rank is the lowest, but it's still hard to ignore. She's the master of the Skeleton King, after all.”
    

    
      The Skeleton King is literally the king that reigns over all skeletons.
    

    
      “But it seems she has recently reached a higher level.”
    

    
      “A higher level?”
    

    
      “Yeah. But it’s not certain.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      It was peculiar.
    

    
      Everything that Rachel said was not certain was in fact true.
    

    
      Bishop Laitna is the master of the Skeleton King.
    

    
      But in the original work, Bishop Laitna had summoned the next stage, the Skeleton Lord.
    

    
      A walking bone disaster.
    

    
      It was a given what kind of chaos would break out if something like that was summoned in the middle of Icata.
    

    
      ‘It's out of the blue, but I wonder who would win if he fought Clatter.’
    

    
      Both were skeletons and shared the commonality of being undead that were outside the norm.
    

    
      ‘Still, a Skeleton Lord might be too much for him.’
    

    
      Clatter was currently diligently recovering from the wounds he had received from the mana bomb in the subspace.
    

    
      Clatter was an essential force for the war with the cult.
    

    
      “But even if Bishop Laitna is the lowest in rank, she's not at the level to receive orders from Bishop Cristiano or Bishop Lutus.”
    

    
      “Of course not. She came because she personally wants something.”
    

    
      “Want something?”
    

    
      “Yeah. You.”
    

    
      Me?
    

    
      When I just stared at her, not understanding, Rachel continued.
    

    
      “Your corpse. She wants to have it. She’s a complete madwoman.”
    

    
      I just nodded my head in disbelief.
    

    
      “She has good taste.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Ahem. It's nothing. Anyway, the High Cleric Vallary below her is the same as Margo. But besides being Bishop Laitna's older brother, he's a person shrouded in a veil, so I don't know the details. The other man is Dorian. The second-in-command of Blood.”
    

    
      Blood was a famous contracting agency in Karagas that would do anything for money, even kill people.
    

    
      But their true identity was a subordinate organization of the Darkness Council.
    

    
      “I don't know about his skills, but it seems he's quite well-known in the contracting business. He's coming with twenty Blood members, so this is quite a large reinforcement.”
    

    
      I could feel Bishop Lutus's sincerity.
    

    
      My brow furrows automatically.
    

    
      The more I think about it, the more resentful I feel.
    

    
      Right now, honestly, my annoyance is greater than my suspicion.
    

    
      “I’ll have to kill them all.”
    

    
      “Is there a way?”
    

    
      “Why? You don't believe me?”
    

    
      “I believe you. But I'm also worried. As you can see, the difference in power……”
    

    
      Rachel trailed off, but I wasn't stupid enough not to know what meaning was contained in it.
    

    
      Well, I understand.
    

    
      Because just in terms of numbers, we're no match for them.
    

    
      The original forces of the guys remaining in Icata are five Death Clerics in the Sewer District, and ten Dark Clerics at the Ladrier Hotel, for a total of fifteen.
    

    
      The one leading them is the Death High Cleric, Margo.
    

    
      And on top of that, additional reinforcements, including a Bishop-level figure, were added.
    

    
      Even I would have my doubts.
    

    
      “I told you. Watch.”
    

    
      That was all I had to say.
    

    
      It couldn't be helped even if it was irresponsible.
    

    
      “Hmm. Okay.”
    

    
      Afterward, Rachel and I talked a bit more about the cult and then she left.
    

    
      She probably went to the Academy.
    

    
      I also had to go back soon, but I decided to stay for a while and check the rest of the documents she had given me.
    

    
      There were four people to watch out for.
    

    
      Bishop Laitna and High Cleric Vallary.
    

    
      Dorian and High Cleric Margo.
    

    
      Rachel had left it out earlier, but High Cleric Vallary was Bishop Laitna's older brother and a powerhouse no less than her.
    

    
      The master of the Death Knight, no less.
    

    
      He was an eccentric necromancer who could have easily become a Bishop but had refused it.
    

    
      ‘He has the same rank as Margo, but they're on a different level.’
    

    
      But from what I heard, Bishop Laitna and High Cleric Vallary were more interested in the side dish than the main dish.
    

    
      And what was that side dish?
    

    
      My corpse.
    

    
      So there was a high probability that these two would not be very interested in the war itself.
    

    
      ‘Then the overall command will surely be held by High Cleric Margo, and Dorian will probably move separately with the subordinates he brought.’
    

    
      A rough but overall flow was being drawn in my head.
    

    
      The enemies may be strong individually, but their individual tendencies were too strong, and their objectives were also different.
    

    
      So it was clear that they would move individually rather than as a group.
    

    
      Before that, they had to find us, who were hiding in this vast Icata.
    

    
      That was their first task.
    

    
      Will they be able to find us?
    

    
      ‘No. It won't be easy.’
    

    
      Because they wouldn't even imagine that we would be on Royal Road.
    

    
      And even if they managed to find us, it wouldn't be easy to attack.
    

    
      Since the Central Knights Headquarters was nearby, they would have to bear a huge loss just to attack.
    

    
      ‘On the other hand, we know where they are.’
    

    
      Therefore, the first move is ours.
    

    
      ‘Based on the superiority of information, we will defeat them one by one.’
    

    
      This was the plan I had made.
    

    
      And if I could recruit a force to fill the lack of manpower, which could be said to be Shadow's current weakness, victory would be a sure thing.
    

    
      And just before, I had been able to think of a very suitable reinforcement.
    

    
      A blue-chip stock that I had invested in for the future and had forgotten about until now.
    

    
      “It's been a while. I wonder if he's doing well.”
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      Top floor of the Ladrier Hotel.
    

    
      Inside a spacious hotel room.
    

    
      Margo, a high cleric of the Death Council, sank deep into his chair and looked at the three people in front of him.
    

    
      And he thought.
    

    
      ‘What kind of a combination is this?’
    

    
      A woman lying face down on the bed as if everything was a bother, and a man sitting next to her, gazing at her with loving eyes.
    

    
      And even a fellow with a strange iron chain wrapped around his waist, with ‘I am a punk’ written all over his face.
    

    
      They had gathered for a strategy meeting, but all of them seemed to have no interest in the meeting whatsoever.
    

    
      Letting out a sigh, Margo looked at the punk.
    

    
      When their eyes met, the punk asked.
    

    
      “What are you looking at?”
    

    
      Margo’s brow furrowed on its own.
    

    
      It was because the informal speech had put him in a bad mood.
    

    
      ‘He said he’s the vice-captain of Blood? As expected of someone from the slums, he has no manners.’
    

    
      But he immediately smoothed his expression as if nothing had happened.
    

    
      Because they weren't here to fight.
    

    
      As it was, Margo had already greatly disappointed Bishop Cristiano by failing to kill the skull mask last time.
    

    
      This time, he absolutely had to wipe out Shadow as instructed, and to do that, he had to endure petty feelings even if he didn't like it.
    

    
      “Did you say your name is Dorian?”
    

    
      “Yeah. You bastard.”
    

    
      “……Do you happen to have a good plan? We don't have time to just wait around.”
    

    
      “Why are you asking me that? Those two lovebirds are right there.”
    

    
      Dorian jutted his chin towards the man and woman on the bed.
    

    
      “Those two are people of few words.”
    

    
      “Are they nobles? As far as I know, it’s a crazy woman who treats corpses like dolls and a pervert who has a crush on his younger sister. That's all I know about the two of them.”
    

    
      Just then, the man who had been quiet looked this way.
    

    
      “Hey. What did you just say?”
    

    
      “What do you mean what did I say, you incestuous bastard. Are your ears clogged? Acting like you’re some kind of nobles.”
    

    
      The man, High Cleric Vallary, shot up from his seat.
    

    
      Sensing the aura of death roiling in his body, Margo's face turned pale in an instant and he hurriedly intervened between them.
    

    
      “Hey, wait a minute. Stop! Please, hold back!”
    

    
      “Move.”
    

    
      “Hey! Our target is Shadow, isn't it? What's the point of us wasting our energy on each other!”
    

    
      As Margo said that, he sent a pleading look to Bishop Laitna, who was lolling on the bed.
    

    
      “Isn't that right, Bishop?”
    

    
      “No. My target is the skull mask. I just need to get the skull mask's corpse.”
    

    
      “Isn't that, isn't that the same thing? We have to destroy Shadow to get the skull mask's corpse.”
    

    
      “Hmm. That's true. Big brother, stop it.”
    

    
      Watching the energy subside in an instant, Margo finally let out a sigh of relief.
    

    
      A combination of a punk thug and a pair of crazy siblings.
    

    
      His future looked bleak and he was already starting to fear Bishop Cristiano's punishment.
    

    
      “Heh heh. As expected of those who play with corpses, their level of nonsense is on another level.”
    

    
      “Stop. Stop! Let’s just make a plan first. Please?”
    

    
      After stopping Dorian, who was about to fuel the fire again, Margo sat down.
    

    
      “First of all, our priority is to find Shadow's base. We need to find them to kill them for money or use their corpses for research. Isn't that right?”
    

    
      Everyone nodded.
    

    
      Margo continued speaking immediately.
    

    
      “But the capital is so vast, I can't tell if we'll be able to find them or not, or how much time it will take. We also have to avoid the eyes of the investigation team formed by the academy. There’s a limit to just searching all of Icata. So, in my opinion, I think it would be better to focus on luring them out instead of looking for their base. Do you have any good ideas?”
    

    
      He asked, but he didn't have high expectations.
    

    
      He had guessed it before coming here, and the recent incident had strongly confirmed it.
    

    
      ‘Looking at the situation, it seems I’ll have to do everything this time.’
    

    
      It would be a hassle, but it wasn't so bad.
    

    
      Because he would be the one to design and command the operation.
    

    
      This level of power was more than enough to wipe out Shadow, so the hunt was already half successful.
    

    
      If that happened, most of the credit was likely to go to him, the one who commanded the operation.
    

    
      ‘Which means I’ll be the next bishop. Heh heh.’
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      “There is one way to draw them out.”
    

    
      Dorian, from whom he had expected nothing, opened his mouth.
    

    
      “……Yes? There’s a way?”
    

    
      “Yeah, you bastard. Hey. Do you know how a thief guild operates?”
    

    
      How would he know?
    

    
      Margo shook his head.
    

    
      “Thief guilds originally live off of information. Taking on requests is just a side income compared to that. So, how do they get information? Do they run around and get it themselves? They do, but that’s only 30% of the total. The other 70% is obtained through intelligence posts.”
    

    
      “Intelligence posts?”
    

    
      “Yeah, intelligence posts. Places where information gathers like bars, shops, plazas, carriage stations, gambling dens, and pleasure districts. That's what they call them. And they sometimes run them directly. I know one of those places. We can start from there.”
    

    
      It was surprising.
    

    
      He knew about an intelligence post managed by Shadow, who was known for their strict secrecy?
    

    
      How on earth?
    

    
      “Are you sure?”
    

    
      “Of course. I’m sure.”
    

    
      To Margo’s suspicious question, Dorian answered with a grin.
    

    
      “Because I used to be in Shadow.”
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The man woke from his sleep.
    

    
      It was pitch black, but as if such darkness was no obstacle, he naturally got up from his spot and tidied up his bedding.
    

    
      Then, he tied his long hair with a hair tie placed next to him and put on his glasses.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Swoosh, he drew the curtain and looked down out the window.
    

    
      The street, asleep at night, was still quiet.
    

    
      There was no sign of anyone around the shop, and there was no sense of unease or awkwardness in the air.
    

    
      A peaceful day, no different from yesterday..
    

    
      The man, Luis, started his day earlier than others.
    

    
      He left his room and entered the master's office.
    

    
      He immediately pushed the wall behind the office desk. 
    

    
      The blocked wall opened like a door, revealing a hidden space behind it.
    

    
      It was a treasure vault where various types of materials, records, and information were organized and collected.
    

    
      Why a treasure vault? Because Shadow was a thief guild that handled, bought, and sold information. 
    

    
      In the past, it was much larger and more secretly stored, but now, after most of it burned down and disappeared, this was all that remained.
    

    
      Luis walked past the bookshelves and arrived at his own study located in the corner.
    

    
      A wardrobe and a showcase.
    

    
      With a familiar touch, Luis opened the wardrobe, changed into scruffy clothes, and then opened the showcase next to it.
    

    
      Inside the showcase were human heads.
    

    
      Of course, they weren't real heads.
    

    
      When Luis touched the jaw of a head a few times, a zipping sound was heard, and the face's skin peeled off like a sticker.
    

    
      A face mask.
    

    
      Luis took off his glasses and placed it over his own face. 
    

    
      After finishing with makeup for disguise while looking in the mirror, in less than 5 minutes, Luis had become an elderly man.
    

    
      “Ahem! Ahem!”
    

    
      Clearing his throat and even changing his voice, Luis left the office with satisfaction.
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      “Are you leaving?”
    

    
      Luis turned around.
    

    
      Dayle, who had woken up at some point, was standing crookedly.
    

    
      “You’re up early, Dayle.”
    

    
      “Isn't this an urgent situation?”
    

    
      Dayle shrugged his shoulders.
    

    
      “Where would I find the time to sleep peacefully? We don't know when they might attack. I stayed up a bit.”
    

    
      “So, are you satisfied with the results of staying up all night?”
    

    
      “A little?”
    

    
      The wrinkles around Luis's mouth deepened.
    

    
      Dayle usually seemed like a slacker with no sense of responsibility, but Luis knew better than anyone how much he thought about Shadow and how hard he was working for its revival.
    

    
      Compared to Gerard and Luis, Dayle fell short in many areas, such as his proficiency in thievery and his personal combat skills.
    

    
      So, he locked himself in the underground storage and studied and trained every day without fail.
    

    
      In particular, Dayle knew his role and what was needed of him in Shadow well.
    

    
      And that was artifact development.
    

    
      ‘The reason he stayed up all night today must be to create a new artifact.’
    

    
      Even though it was his first guild war, Dayle wasn't afraid and was silently doing his job in the background, which felt reassuring.
    

    
      So a smile appeared.
    

    
      Because he was suddenly reminded of when Dayle first arrived.
    

    
      ‘He really looked like a con man back then.’
    

    
      “What. Why are you laughing?”
    

    
      Luis hurriedly hid his smile and brazenly asked back.
    

    
      “……Laughing? Me?”
    

    
      “Yeah. You were just looking at me and laughing.”
    

    
      “I don't recall doing so, I suppose the face mask must be crooked. Anyway, I will be back in the afternoon.”
    

    
      “Are you going to the academy?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Why? The boss isn't there anyway, right? He went somewhere else on business yesterday.”
    

    
      “I am a cleaner employed by the academy. It is only natural to report to work at the scheduled time.”
    

    
      Leaving Dayle behind who was exclaiming, ‘Wow, professional spirit!’, Luis left Lunatic.
    

    
      He turned through the deserted alley and headed towards the academy.
    

    
      It was as Dayle said.
    

    
      Gerard was not currently at the academy.
    

    
      He had gone out to bring reinforcements.
    

    
      To ‘Karagas,’ known as the slums and a lawless city.
    

    
      ‘Three days. I'll be back within that time for sure. Please take care of Shadow until then.’
    

    
      ‘Nothing will happen. Please don’t worry and have a safe trip.’
    

    
      Having arrived at the academy by carriage before he knew it.
    

    
      In front of the huge main gate, laborers employed by the academy were going through a simple check-in process, and after 10 minutes, Luis was holding cleaning tools and focusing on cleaning as he walked around the campus.
    

    
      The campus was generally clean.
    

    
      At most, there was dust or fallen leaves and branches.
    

    
      The professors and cadets, the people at the academy, were mindful of their usual conduct, so no one threw trash on the streets.
    

    
      It was bound to be clean.
    

    
      Ah.
    

    
      It was messy until two days ago.
    

    
      It was because of the aftermath of the nighttime terror attack.
    

    
      Suddenly, Luis's sweeping stopped.
    

    
      The night attack reminded him of the cult's betrayal and that, in turn, reminded him of Gerard's words that the cult could become our enemy at any time.
    

    
      ‘Is he perhaps foreseeing it? How fascinating.’
    

    
      Of course, he didn't actually think that was the case.
    

    
      Because Gerard had almost died due to the cult's act of betrayal.
    

    
      Luis had heard that he had barely survived with Rachel's help.
    

    
      So, Luis didn't have any particular feelings towards Rachel.
    

    
      Though he had disliked her at first.
    

    
      ‘She’s helping us now.’
    

    
      Was it just Rachel?
    

    
      Dayle, Gerard, everyone was doing what they could to win the war.
    

    
      Clatter was the same.
    

    
      Clatter, who had lost half of his body by taking the full brunt of the mana bomb, was currently recovering in the cemetery.
    

    
      He was in the middle of making thorough preparations so that he could strike the heart of the cult at any moment.
    

    
      ‘Then, what about me?’
    

    
      What could he do to win the war?
    

    
      Luis thought about it, but no particular skills came to mind.
    

    
      His practical combat ability was inferior to Clatter's, and he couldn't create groundbreaking items like Dayle.
    

    
      Also, for information gathering, which is crucial in war, there was an excellent spy named Rachel.
    

    
      So, what could he do?
    

    
      ‘……Perhaps funding and supplies procurement, and rear support.’
    

    
      Gerard would give detailed strategies and roles when he returned with reinforcements.
    

    
      With his current abilities, it seemed difficult to produce any tangible results by taking action.
    

    
      It was bitter, but Luis didn't mind it much.
    

    
      For now, Gerard's order to take good care of Shadow was the top priority. 
    

    
      It wasn't in Luis's nature to act out of a pointless sense of inferiority.
    

    
      Before he knew it, the cleaning of his designated area was finished.
    

    
      After exchanging greetings with the faculty member who was his supervisor, Luis immediately left the academy and came down to Icata.
    

    
      He could have gone straight into Lunatic.
    

    
      But a sudden thought made Luis turn and head towards the central plaza.
    

    
      There was a restaurant there that was already bustling with people for lunch.
    

    
      The name was [Parnaci of the Plaza].
    

    
      It was a restaurant named directly after the owner.
    

    
      Luis entered the place.
    

    
      The interior was crowded with many customers.
    

    
      After checking the faces of the employees busily moving between the cramped tables, Luis decided to find an empty seat first.
    

    
      ‘Is there no seat.’
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      “Sir. There’s a seat in that corner, shall I guide you?”
    

    
      He turned to check the owner of the voice.
    

    
      A middle-aged man with a sturdy build and a good-natured impression.
    

    
      He was the owner of this shop, Parnaci.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Was it because he had stared for too long?
    

    
      Parnaci tilted his head for a moment, then smiled again and asked kindly.
    

    
      “Sir. You’ve been here often, haven't you? There's a seat over there. I'll guide you.”
    

    
      Only then did Luis nod his head.
    

    
      “Then please feel free to call me when you've decided on your order.”
    

    
      Parnaci, who bowed and headed to another table.
    

    
      Looking at his retreating back, Luis reminisced for a moment. He had a deep connection with Parnaci.
    

    
      ‘You seem happy. Still.’
    

    
      Parnaci of the Plaza.
    

    
      This place, famous for its food and service, was actually an intelligence post for Shadow.
    

    
      As the restaurant itself was a landmark of the plaza, various professions like adventurers, travelers, and merchants visited, and even nobles came, making the quantity and quality of information unimaginable.
    

    
      Of course, that was all in the past.
    

    
      With the disappearance of Shadow, the connection with this place was also severed.
    

    
      Luis was just grateful that this place had survived the disaster caused by the empire and its watchful eyes.
    

    
      Currently, he only visits occasionally.
    

    
      There was no other reason.
    

    
      Just because he missed those times.
    

    
      He could have asked for help like in the past.
    

    
      To be precise, ‘Parnaci of the Plaza’ was originally created as an intelligence post for Shadow, so they had the right to confidently demand duty and responsibility now that they had returned.
    

    
      Parnaci's support would surely be a great help at this time when the guild's survival was at stake in a guild war.
    

    
      But, Luis didn't want to.
    

    
      ……No.
    

    
      Honestly, he was conflicted.
    

    
      That might be why he turned his steps from heading to Lunatic and came here.
    

    
      Because now was a time when even a single helping hand was desperately needed.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      However, Luis did not take any action until the food came and he ate it.
    

    
      The shop was doing better than ever, and Parnaci, who was attending to the customers, looked happier than ever.
    

    
      He couldn't bring himself to force a crisis upon him.
    

    
      ‘He has already fulfilled his duty in the past.’
    

    
      Just like that, Luis stood up from his seat.
    

    
      It was just as he was about to pay and leave the shop.
    

    
      “Excuse me! You left this at your seat!”
    

    
      An employee stopped him and handed him something.
    

    
      What he received in a daze was a single slip of paper.
    

    
      Luis unfolded the note.
    

    
      And his expression hardened at once.
    

    
      I know who you are.
    

    
      Don't even think about leaving, just come quietly to the back door.
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      Luis maintained his composure.
    

    
      Who could it be?
    

    
      An enemy?
    

    
      It was highly probable.
    

    
      But then, why approach so covertly? 
    

    
      Where and how did they find out my identity?
    

    
      My mind raced.
    

    
      Even so, my wrinkled hand was holding onto the employee who handed me this note.
    

    
      “Umm……”
    

    
      When I called him in an old voice, the employee smiled and asked.
    

    
      “Is there anything else you need, sir?”
    

    
      “It’s not that. You said this paper was on the seat……?”
    

    
      “Ah. Yes. That’s right. Why?”
    

    
      “Did you happen to see who put it there?”
    

    
      “Huh? I don’t know about that. Wasn’t it you who left it, sir?”
    

    
      I hurriedly smacked my head with my hand.
    

    
      “Oh my. Look at my mind. That’s right, it’s mine. I’m sorry. I forgot.”
    

    
      “Haha. It’s alright. Have a good day!”
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      I received the employee's greeting with a smile, but the eyes hidden in the wrinkles around them flashed sharply, scanning the surroundings.
    

    
      Eating, conversing, looking at the menu, everyone was focused on their own business. 
    

    
      There were no particularly suspicious movements.
    

    
      ‘Is he alone.’
    

    
      There were no watchers.
    

    
      That meant he was confident that I would come out the back door as requested in the note.
    

    
      I trudged towards the back door.
    

    
      Just as he suspected, now that my identity was exposed, I had no other choice.
    

    
      ‘I’ll handle him here.’
    

    
      Clank!
    

    
      I opened the back door and stepped outside.
    

    
      The alley behind the building.
    

    
      To the right, I could see the main road leading to the plaza, and on the opposite side, the alley continued deep, creating a gloomy atmosphere.
    

    
      ‘Where is he?’
    

    
      The man was nowhere to be seen.
    

    
      But not knowing when or where an attack might start, I tensed up and drew up my mana.
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      I felt a presence.
    

    
      Rustle!
    

    
      Behind the trash can for food waste.
    

    
      I quickly pulled a dagger from my clothes and threw it in that direction.
    

    
      No. Just as I was about to throw it, I confirmed the silhouette that came into view and, with astonishing dexterity, retrieved the dagger again.
    

    
      It was, surprisingly, Parnaci.
    

    
      “……I knew it. It was you!”
    

    
      His face was overflowing with an unconcealable light of excitement upon seeing me.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The staff break room attached to the restaurant.
    

    
      Parnaci placed a teacup on the table, sat down, and smiled broadly at me.
    

    
      “Still handsome. Just like when you were young!”
    

    
      I had taken off my face mask.
    

    
      I figured there was no point in hiding it since my identity was already revealed.
    

    
      More importantly, I had a question.
    

    
      “How did you know it was me?”
    

    
      “Haha! I knew you’d ask.”
    

    
      Parnaci grinned.
    

    
      “Yugen-nim once said something like this. No matter how much a person's appearance changes, there's one thing that never changes.”
    

    
      Only then did I let out a small gasp.
    

    
      I remembered hearing this story before.
    

    
      “The look in your eyes.”
    

    
      “Right. The look in your eyes. I was already thinking it was strange anyway. A grandpa I’d never seen before, at the same time, in the same clothes. And looking at me with the same eyes. But strangely, the look in his eyes was familiar. At first, I just let it go, but from the second and third meetings, I started to become sure. Ah. This person knows me, and I know this person too!”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “And during your last visit, I remembered you.”
    

    
      I was so dumbfounded that I couldn't help but raise one corner of my mouth.
    

    
      Hearing it like this, it seemed plausible. 
    

    
      Especially for someone with a good memory and intuition.
    

    
      ‘I was careless.’
    

    
      Or maybe, deep down, I had hoped that Parnaci would recognize me first.
    

    
      “I’ve been looking forward to this moment.”
    

    
      At Parnaci’s serious voice, I lifted my head and looked at him.
    

    
      “I believed. That Shadow would return one day.”
    

    
      A decade is a long time, enough to change mountains and rivers.
    

    
      But even in that time, there was something that hadn't changed.
    

    
      “Since that day, I’ve never once forgotten Shadow.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “Thank you for coming back.”
    

    
      I stared at him quietly.
    

    
      I could feel his sincerity in his eyes and voice.
    

    
      It wasn't a lie.
    

    
      Just a moment ago, I had been half-doubting whether Parnaci would even remember Shadow. 
    

    
      I felt like a fool.
    

    
      “Thank you for not forgetting, and for waiting.”
    

    
      “What do you mean thank you. It’s only natural.”
    

    
      At the same time, I was certain.
    

    
      That if I asked for help, the Parnaci before me would gladly grant it.
    

    
      Just as he had in the past, Parnaci would help Shadow in every way possible, as if it were his own business.
    

    
      Perhaps that’s why.
    

    
      From this moment on, a great greed began to take root in my heart.
    

    
      The situation was not good.
    

    
      With a war against the massive force of the Beltus Cult looming, Shadow was desperate for even the smallest bit of help.
    

    
      An all-out war was out of the question; it was a war where we only had a chance of winning by waging guerrilla warfare based on informational superiority and the advantage of being in the imperial capital.
    

    
      In this situation, Parnaci's help would undoubtedly become a strong pillar of support for Shadow.
    

    
      Parnaci, who had extensive experience in business in Icata, had many connections.
    

    
      He was also financially well-off, his shop could function as an intelligence post with a little work, and it could also be used as a refuge to hide in case of an unforeseen crisis.
    

    
      There was nothing more to consider.
    

    
      “Actually, I was a bit unsure when I saw the wanted poster for the skull mask. But, it seems I was right. What on earth happened? What's this about the Beltus Cult? And what's this about attacking the academy?”
    

    
      Just in time, Parnaci asked about the matter first.
    

    
      “First, the wanted skull mask is indeed the master.”
    

    
      “Huh? Then is the announcement that the skull mask recently attacked the academy true? That’s quite different from the Shadow I know.”
    

    
      My brow furrowed.
    

    
      “It is true, but there are complicated circumstances that are hard to explain. We don't have time right now, so I will tell you when I get the chance later.”
    

    
      “Ah. Then it's fine. Whatever you say, I trust Shadow. If there are circumstances, then so be it.”
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      “Hey. There you go again. What are you thanking me for? If anything, I should be thanking you. You know well how much this Parnaci has received from Shadow, don't you? Starting with this shop, everything I have now, how well I eat and live, is all thanks to Shadow.”
    

    
      I didn't bother to deny it.
    

    
      He was right, and it felt easier to bring up the subject since he thought that way.
    

    
      So I was about to ask for a favor.
    

    
      “Dad.”
    

    
      Suddenly, the break room door creaked open, and a small head popped through the gap.
    

    
      Seeing her, Parnaci's face lit up and he spread his arms wide.
    

    
      “Oh, my lovely daughter, Jaygie! Come here! That’s right!”
    

    
      Parnaci, who had hugged Jaygie as she entered the break room, asked.
    

    
      “Do you remember?”
    

    
      I nodded my head.
    

    
      “She’s my treasure. What do you think, she’s grown a lot, right?”
    

    
      “She has.”
    

    
      “……Who is he, Dad? Does he know me?”
    

    
      “Hehe. Of course. I told you before, didn't I? A long time ago, I almost lost our daughter. And I told you about the boy who saved her.”
    

    
      At Parnaci’s words, Jaygie, who had been constantly glancing at my face, widened her eyes.
    

    
      “Huh? N-No way?”
    

    
      “That’s right. This oppa is the Luis-oppa who saved you. Say hello.”
    

    
      Jaygie's pupils trembled uncontrollably.
    

    
      Her face, which had already turned bright red.
    

    
      “Th-Thank you.”
    

    
      Then, when our eyes met, she hurriedly turned her head to the side, and Parnaci guffawed at the typical reaction of a teenage girl.
    

    
      “You little rascal. Is he that handsome?”
    

    
      “B-Be quiet, Dad……!”
    

    
      Now Jaygie's face was like a volcano about to erupt.
    

    
      Despite that, she stubbornly didn't leave her spot, and Jaygie, who was standing there as if she urgently needed to poop, suddenly squeezed her eyes shut and reached out her hand next to me.
    

    
      There was the cleaning uniform vest that I had taken off.
    

    
      “Th-This. Here. G-Give it to me!”
    

    
      “……?”
    

    
      “T-To wash! As, as a token of my gratitude!”
    

    
      Then she ran out of the break room as if her life depended on it.
    

    
      The door slammed shut, so I didn't even have a chance to say anything.
    

    
      “Ah! D-Definitely come to pick up your clothes tomorrow!”
    

    
      At the urgent voice heard from across the door, Parnaci finally burst into the laughter he had been holding back.
    

    
      “Pfft. Puhahaha!”
    

    
      Even after that, Parnaci spared no praise for his daughter.
    

    
      Saying that although she seems that way, she has the personality of a general, so he sent her to a swordsmanship class where she was told she had talent, and asked what I thought.
    

    
      A smile never left Parnaci's lips as he bragged about his daughter and I quietly listened to his story and answered before getting up from my seat.
    

    
      “Huh? You’re leaving?”
    

    
      “Yes. I’ve been away for too long.”
    

    
      “Ah, really? That's a shame.”
    

    
      I quietly watched Parnaci, who was smacking his lips, and then put on the face mask I had taken off.
    

    
      In the end, I couldn't ask Parnaci for help.
    

    
      To be precise, I chose not to.
    

    
      Parnaci. He was currently living a life of perfect happiness.
    

    
      He had a job, a home, and a family.
    

    
      He had things to protect that were more important than Shadow.
    

    
      I couldn't bring myself to force danger upon such a Parnaci.
    

    
      Yes. It would be forcing him.
    

    
      A coercive demand, knowing that Parnaci wouldn't refuse, and using that heart.
    

    
      What's more, in the past, we had the ability to pay ample compensation, both materially and spiritually.
    

    
      But unlike then, now there was nothing we could promise.
    

    
      ‘……I almost threw away my conscience for greed.’
    

    
      I smiled bitterly and left the break room.
    

    
      “Then, I’ll be off.”
    

    
      Just then, Parnaci, who was seeing me off, asked from behind.
    

    
      “You’ll come again, right?”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “Come whenever you feel like it, like it’s your home. You guys are always welcome!”
    

    
      I answered by bowing deeply in greeting.
    

    
      As I left, Parnaci watched my retreating back with a wistful look and muttered.
    

    
      “You’ve grown so much I almost didn't recognize you. You were just a quiet child back then. You’ve become an adult.”
    

    
      But, that stubborn look in your eyes is still the same, Parnaci thought.
    

    
      At the same time, a memory surfaced in his mind.
    

    
      A memory of that day that he could never forget, no matter how much time passed.
    

    
      ‘Who are you?’
    

    
      ‘I’m hungry.’
    

    
      A cold winter.
    

    
      A child with hair as white as the snowflakes falling from the sky and eyes of pure white.
    

    
      ‘Hah. What did you say?’
    

    
      ‘Please give me some food. I feel like I’m going to starve to death.’
    

    
      ‘……Come in.’
    

    
      That was my first meeting with Parnaci.
    

    
      “It was absurd.”
    

    
      Thinking back on it now, that act of kindness was the best choice of Parnaci's life.
    

    
      In truth, at that time, Parnaci was not in a position to offer food to others or perform acts of kindness.
    

    
      He too was on the verge of bankruptcy, unable to handle his growing debt.
    

    
      A shop he had painstakingly opened with a loan.
    

    
      Fortunately, business was good.
    

    
      It seemed like he would be able to pay off all his debts.
    

    
      But the peace did not last long.
    

    
      From the perspective of a loan shark, it was hard to watch Parnaci's shop do well.
    

    
      So he hired thugs to appropriately ruin the shop, and as he intended, the shop's sales gradually dropped.
    

    
      The interest grew, and the debt gradually became unmanageable.
    

    
      ‘Hey, Parnaci. Why aren’t you paying back the money?’
    

    
      ‘Just wait a little longer. Right now, it’s tight just paying my employees.’
    

    
      ‘What? You son of a bitch, are you kidding me? You have money for your employees but the money you borrowed from us isn’t money? What kind of crappy situation is this?’
    

    
      ‘You disappear when it’s time to pay!’
    

    
      ‘Haha. Us? When? Hey, you think you can get away with just talking?’ This won’t do.’
    

    
      Eventually, the thug reached out to Parnaci's daughter, Jaygie.
    

    
      ‘Please! Please leave my daughter alone! She’s only three! One week! I’ll pay you back in one week!’
    

    
      ‘Double. Huh?’
    

    
      ‘Okay! Double! So just let the kid go!’
    

    
      ‘What nonsense? If you can't pay in a week, she gets a new dad. Here. Peek-a-boo! I’m your daddy now. Say it, Da.ddy!’
    

    
      Waaaaah──!
    

    
      ‘Geez. Crying like a brat. Anyway, I’ll raise her well, so come find her when you have the ability to pay back the money, okay?’
    

    
      Parnaci gritted his teeth.
    

    
      But there was nowhere to ask for help.
    

    
      And just when he was thinking the worst, the one who reappeared before him was none other than me.
    

    
      ‘……I’m sorry, kid. I’m not doing so well right now, so I can’t give you any more food.’
    

    
      ‘I didn’t come for food. I saw.’
    

    
      ‘Hmm? What did you see?’
    

    
      ‘I saw the thugs taking your daughter. I saw it. Should I find her for you?’
    

    
      Parnaci lost his reason to anger.
    

    
      ‘You little brat. Are you mocking me? Or are you dying to get yourself killed!?’
    

    
      Despite that, my shabby eyes shone clearly.
    

    
      ‘Did you forget? You’re the one who saved me when I was about to starve to death.’
    

    
      ‘……!!’
    

    
      ‘I owe you my life, so it’s only natural to repay it with my life. I’m not scared at all. I’ll save her for you.’
    

    
      Parnaci couldn't say a word.
    

    
      Because he was ashamed.
    

    
      Ashamed of himself for just lamenting his situation while his daughter was kidnapped.
    

    
      And, ashamed of himself for feeling a moment of relief and expectation at the words of an abandoned orphan offering to help him.
    

    
      ‘For a little brat, you sure know how to talk in an interesting way, don't you? You.’
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      That man appeared.
    

    
      ‘Who are you……?’
    

    
      At Parnaci’s question, the man took off his fedora and introduced himself.
    

    
      ‘My name is Yugen.’
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “……It was truly a fateful meeting.”
    

    
      Parnaci, who had been floating in the past, lost in memories, lifted his head and looked up at the blue sky.
    

    
      “I miss you, Yugen.”
    

    
      Then, remembering something he had forgotten, he snapped back to his senses.
    

    
      The busy lunch rush was about to end, and it was break time.
    

    
      There was a mountain of things to do, like buying and preparing ingredients that were running low for the evening service.
    

    
      “The kids will be waiting.”
    

    
      As expected, as soon as he entered, the manager found him with an urgent look on his face.
    

    
      “Boss! Where on earth have you been!?”
    

    
      But the reason he was looking for him wasn't because of the shop's work.
    

    
      “Some customers have been looking for you for a while now.”
    

    
      “Customers were looking for me? Who?”
    

    
      At the manager's following answer, Parnaci stopped dead in his tracks.
    

    
      “……Who did you say? Luis?”
    

    
      “Yes. Luis.”
    

    
      Among the people Parnaci knew, there was only one person named Luis.
    

    
      And that one person had just left after a long-awaited reunion.
    

    
      ‘Then who is the person waiting for me out front?’
    

    
      For a moment, Parnaci shivered at the inexplicable chill he felt in his neck.
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      For a brief moment, the question ‘Did Luis come back again?’ flashed through my mind, but I shook my head.
    

    
      A moment ago, the manager had clearly said guest's'.
    

    
      Meaning it wasn't just one person.
    

    
      “Why, boss? Are they people you don't know? They said they know you well.”
    

    
      “No. I was just thinking about something else. Where are they?”
    

    
      “In the hall.”
    

    
      “You can get back to your work now.”
    

    
      After sending the manager away and leaving the kitchen, I saw them sitting alone in the hall, which had been cleared of customers.
    

    
      Four people.
    

    
      Three of them had skin as pale as corpses, looking like a race that lived in deep caves, and the remaining one was a man who exuded a rough impression.
    

    
      Parnaci had run a restaurant for over ten years.
    

    
      Naturally, he had met and clashed with countless different types of people, and through that, he had developed a certain eye for people.
    

    
      In Parnaci’s view, these were quite dangerous individuals.
    

    
      The kind of people from whom the smell of blood and death never left.
    

    
      Come to think of it, I had recently heard stories about such people.
    

    
      ‘The Beltus Cult……!’
    

    
      Parnaci swallowed dryly.
    

    
      I couldn't be sure, but it seemed highly likely that it was them.
    

    
      ‘But. Why are they after me?’
    

    
      And why did they come here, even impersonating an ally like Luis?
    

    
      ‘No matter how I think about it, their intentions don't seem good.’
    

    
      Parnaci recalled what Luis had said a little while ago.
    

    
      ─‘There are complicated circumstances that are hard to explain. We don't have time right now, so I will tell you when I get the chance later.’
    

    
      Could there have been a conflict with the cult?
    

    
      Could that be a complicated circumstance?
    

    
      Unfortunately, my thoughts didn't continue any further.
    

    
      Because the man with the rough impression had spotted Parnaci watching them from a hidden corner.
    

    
      “Hey! Mr. Parnaci!”
    

    
      Parnaci quickly raised his head and approached them.
    

    
      “Haha! I apologize for making you wait. I'm Parnaci, the owner here.”
    

    
      “You say you’re sorry, but why were you hiding and peeking instead of coming right away?”
    

    
      Parnaci flinched at the man's smiling question but smoothly offered an excuse.
    

    
      “Hahaha. Well, you see. I was actually searching my memory.”
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “I heard from the manager that you said you know me well, right? But honestly, this is the first time I'm meeting all of you. I might have forgotten, and if so, it would be a great discourtesy to you who came to see me, so I was searching my memory.”
    

    
      “Aha, I see. So, did you remember?”
    

    
      Parnaci shook his head with a regretful expression.
    

    
      “No. I couldn't remember. No matter how much I think, this is my first time meeting you all.”
    

    
      “Then what about Luis?”
    

    
      “That is……”
    

    
      Parnaci’s eyes narrowed.
    

    
      They must have come here already knowing the relationship between me and Luis.
    

    
      So, pretending not to know would be a mistake.
    

    
      “……I know him. Luis. I know him well.”
    

    
      “That's me, mister. I'm Luis.”
    

    
      It was the man with the rough impression.
    

    
      “You. Are you Luis?”
    

    
      “Yes. Haha. You couldn't recognize me because it’s been a while, huh? I’ve changed a lot, right?”
    

    
      The man, claiming to be Luis, casually spun lies.
    

    
      At this, the word ‘liar’ rose up to Parnaci’s throat, but he forced the muscles of his face into a broad smile.
    

    
      “Ha…… haha! Really? Are you really Luis? You've grown so much!”
    

    
      “I told you, didn't I? Mister. Have you been well?”
    

    
      “Of course! Ahem. Then, these people here are……”
    

    
      “They’re colleagues I’ve made. Now. Let's exchange some greetings.”
    

    
      Suddenly, the man leaned his face close to Parnaci and whispered lowly.
    

    
      “It's about something else. You're still in contact with Shadow, right?”
    

    
      Even Parnaci, who had been maintaining his poker face as much as possible, couldn't help but let his face stiffen at this moment.
    

    
      “Wh-What do you mean by that? Shouldn't you know that best?”
    

    
      “Hmm? You know, right? How we all scattered after that day 10 years ago. I was in the same situation, but I came here because I heard a villain wearing a skull mask appeared. But well, I have no way to contact them.”
    

    
      The man even shrugged his shoulders and spouted shameless lies, and Parnaci was utterly dumbfounded.
    

    
      ‘This detestable punk…….’
    

    
      In any case, Parnaci decided to play dumb.
    

    
      “I haven't been in contact since that day either.”
    

    
      “Hmm. Really?”
    

    
      “Of course, it’s true.”
    

    
      It wasn't a complete lie.
    

    
      I did meet Luis, but I literally just met him; it wasn't like we were communicating with Shadow like in the old days.
    

    
      Naturally, I didn't know where their base was either.
    

    
      “That's a shame.”
    

    
      The man, who had been studying Parnaci’s face, clicked his tongue and stood up from his seat.
    

    
      “Huh? You’re leaving already?”
    

    
      “You said you don't know anything, right? That’s more urgent for me than anything else. Everyone, let's get up. Let’s go.”
    

    
      Watching them get up in a group, Parnaci inwardly sighed with relief.
    

    
      At the same time, he thought that he had to tell Luis about this quickly.
    

    
      That was, until his daughter, who was on the second floor, came down.
    

    
      “Where is Luis?”
    

    
      Jaygie’s voice echoed through the hall.
    

    
      At that moment, Parnaci’s heart sank.
    

    
      I looked ahead with trembling eyes.
    

    
      I saw them, who had just gotten up and were about to leave, frozen in place.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      A heavy silence descended.
    

    
      A moment later, with a creaking sound, the half-open door closed.
    

    
      The man turned his body.
    

    
      “Who did you just say? Luis?”
    

    
      Parnaci felt it instinctively.
    

    
      That an invisible noose was now being draped around his neck.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Dayle, who answered nonchalantly, gulped down the iced tea.
    

    
      Then he let out a cry of exclamation, “Kyah!”
    

    
      “Phew. I really need to come up like this sometimes and breathe the air up here.”
    

    
      Dayle had been cooped up in the basement since early this morning until now.
    

    
      I was just telling him about what had happened a little while ago.
    

    
      “So. You just came back like that?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Are you crazy?”
    

    
      I looked at Dayle.
    

    
      “Aren't you disappointed? That old man. He has a ton of money saved up. And you just came back? You didn't even get rejected after asking, you just came back?”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “You really are crazy. Do you know how many items I could research with that money, Luis?”
    

    
      It was a desire revealed so bluntly it went beyond honesty.
    

    
      But knowing the purpose that lay at its foundation, I could only remain silent.
    

    
      How could I not know?
    

    
      Like the dark circles that had settled heavily under his eyes, Dayle was as serious about Shadow as I was.
    

    
      He wanted Shadow’s victory more than anyone.
    

    
      I had once gone down to Dayle’s basement and seen it.
    

    
      The countless papers piled up in the corner of the table.
    

    
      They were all artifact blueprints drawn by Dayle, and they were a reflection of his heart for Shadow.
    

    
      But for those results to see the light of day was difficult in many ways.
    

    
      From the underground wine cellar that could hardly be called a workshop, to the lack of materials. 
    

    
      The experimental tools and facilities were makeshift, and there were no reference materials for research.
    

    
      All problems that could be solved with money.
    

    
      Due to the unfavorable financial situation, Dayle's abilities were trapped in the basement, unable to come out.
    

    
      ‘But even so, I can't drag Mr. Parnaci into this.’
    

    
      The war was only between the cult and Shadow.
    

    
      Parnaci was a separate person.
    

    
      “Haa. Fine, whatever. Let’s say we can win the war without that old man's help. We have the boss, after all. But later on, for sure…… Aish. I don't know either. If the boss isn't here, you're the master here, so I guess I have to follow your decision.”
    

    
      Grumbling, Dayle downed the tea in one shot and trudged back down to the basement.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      After staring blankly at his retreating back, I prepared for business.
    

    
      In any case, Lunatic, despite being a cover, was a pub on the outside.
    

    
      It was located in a corner and hadn't been open for long, so there were few customers, but there were regulars who came consistently.
    

    
      However, perhaps because of the gloomy atmosphere after the academy incident, there were no customers today.
    

    
      As I was polishing the glass cups, for some reason, I suddenly changed the ‘OPEN’ sign to ‘CLOSE’ and closed up shop earlier than usual.
    

    
      And I left the store.
    

    
      The place I arrived at was the restaurant I had gone to in the morning, ‘Parnaci of the Plaza’.
    

    
      The restaurant building, seen from the outside, had its doors closed as if it had just finished business.
    

    
      But the light shining from the window indicated that someone was inside.
    

    
      After hesitating whether to go in or not, I opened the door and went inside.
    

    
      And I found Parnaci sitting at an empty table.
    

    
      “We’re closed……”
    

    
      Parnaci, who sensed my presence, turned around.
    

    
      Then he saw me and his eyes widened.
    

    
      “……You.”
    

    
      Parnaci hurriedly pulled me.
    

    
      And slammed the door shut.
    

    
      Of course, he didn't forget to look around the shop before closing the door.
    

    
      “What are you doing here?”
    

    
      The atmosphere was somehow different.
    

    
      Though I was curious, I first stated my business.
    

    
      “I came to get my clothes. I need them early tomorrow morning.”
    

    
      “Clothes? What do you mean…… Ah!”
    

    
      Parnaci went up to the second floor. 
    

    
      His movements were hurried, like someone being chased. 
    

    
      A moment later, he came down with the vest in his hand.
    

    
      It was clearly much cleaner than it had been in the morning.
    

    
      It was still damp because it hadn't fully dried, but it seemed like it would dry enough by dawn.
    

    
      Parnaci gave it to me.
    

    
      And as he did, he spoke.
    

    
      “I. I’ve thought about it. I think it would be best if we pretend not to know each other from now on.”
    

    
      I, who had been inspecting the cleaned vest, lifted my head and looked at Parnaci.
    

    
      They were completely unexpected words. 
    

    
      Even for me, who rarely lost my composure, my pupils dilated slightly as I asked.
    

    
      “What do you mean by that all of a sudden?”
    

    
      “It's not sudden. It’s a decision I made with difficulty after thinking about it all afternoon. Please, understand.”
    

    
      To confirm his sincerity, I studied Parnaci.
    

    
      Parnaci couldn't look at me properly.
    

    
      His head was bowed low, and his gaze wandered somewhere.
    

    
      His lips were bitten tightly.
    

    
      And, faint tear stains and the strong smell of alcohol.
    

    
      Glancing to the side, I saw liquor bottles on the table where he had been sitting a moment ago.
    

    
      My gaze turned cold.
    

    
      I wasn't clueless.
    

    
      Something must have happened to him.
    

    
      “……I understand.”
    

    
      “I’m sorry. Please leave.”
    

    
      I went outside.
    

    
      I hoped it wasn’t true, but I had a bad feeling.
    

    
      Parnaci's attitude, which had changed one hundred and eighty degrees after I came.
    

    
      It was hard to think of it as a coincidence.
    

    
      So, I visited Parnaci’s restaurant the next day as well.
    

    
      Of course, I didn't get close as he had requested. I kept a certain distance and watched the restaurant from afar, hidden.
    

    
      The restaurant was as busy as ever.
    

    
      Many customers came and went.
    

    
      There was nothing particularly noteworthy that caught my eye.
    

    
      Time passed like that, past dinner time and it was time for the restaurant to close.
    

    
      The people coming out over there were the last customers.
    

    
      Soon the restaurant door closed, and the ‘Closed’ sign was hung on the doorknob.
    

    
      In the end, I turned around without gaining anything.
    

    
      Just then, the sound of a conversation pierced my ears.
    

    
      “It was satisfying again today.”
    

    
      “I know. But I didn't see that friend today.”
    

    
      “You mean Mr. Parnaci's daughter, Jaygie?”
    

    
      “Yeah. She’s so lively, watching her reminds me of my own daughter back home. I wonder if something happened?”
    

    
      “Maybe she's sick? Come to think of it, Mr. Parnaci's expression wasn't good either.”
    

    
      “That could be it.”
    

    
      I stopped walking.
    

    
      Only then did I realize that she, who helped out at the shop every day, had been nowhere to be seen all day today.
    

    
      ‘……Jaygie is gone.’
    

    
      To confirm, I decided to stay longer and watch the restaurant.
    

    
      Time flowed endlessly.
    

    
      The citizens who had filled the plaza went home one by one, and soon the lights in the surrounding buildings also went out.
    

    
      Darkness fell.
    

    
      The light from the window that seemed to be Jaygie’s room did not turn on until dawn.
    

    
      And.
    

    
      A group of people emerged from the darkness.
    

    
      Thump, thump──
    

    
      They immediately opened the door of ‘Pavrochi of the Plaza’ and went inside.
    

    
      I cautiously approached the shop.
    

    
      The sound of conversation could be heard through the vibration of the wall.
    

    
      [Did you tell him?]
    

    
      [……Ye-Yes. I called Luis here as you said.]
    

    
      [Hehe.]
    

    
      [Th-Then as promised, Jaygie is…….]
    

    
      [Huh? Are you kidding? We have to keep her with us, we don't know what kind of tricks you'll pull. We'll return her when the job is done, so don't worry. If you try any funny business, we'll cut her throat, so just know that.]
    

    
      A round of growling and clattering sounds were heard.
    

    
      After the men left, I hid myself.
    

    
      The fading presence.
    

    
      I waited until their presence completely disappeared before entering the restaurant.
    

    
      Among the overturned tables, Parnaci was on his knees, sobbing.
    

    
      “Mr. Parnaci.”
    

    
      Parnaci shot his head up.
    

    
      “Lu-Luis!”
    

    
      He hurriedly wiped his tears.
    

    
      And shot up to push me.
    

    
      “I told you! Never. Never come here again!”
    

    
      But the pushing force was weak.
    

    
      I silently grabbed his hand tightly.
    

    
      And at that, Parnaci finally broke down.
    

    
      “Please. Please save Jaygie……!”
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      Looking Luis in the eye, Parnaci was overcome with emotion and poured out everything he had been holding back.
    

    
      He was drunk, so in a way, it was close to a drunken ramble.
    

    
      Because of that, it was difficult to understand exactly what he was trying to say, but as time passed and he sobered up, I was able to roughly deduce the situation.
    

    
      I don't know how they found out, but the bastards knew that Parnaci had been a key informant and contact network for Shadow in the past.
    

    
      So they approached him and demanded information on Shadow's base.
    

    
      But Parnaci, who now had no relationship with Shadow, had no way of knowing Lunatic's location.
    

    
      He naturally said he didn't know, but the bastards, who thought it was a lie, kidnapped Jaygie and demanded a trade.
    

    
      “They told me if I don't know the location of the base, to bring someone who does. Yes. They meant you. From my perspective, it’s a maddening situation.”
    

    
      To save his daughter, he had to sell out Luis, but Luis was like a benefactor who had saved him in the past.
    

    
      But if he kept his loyalty to Luis, his daughter's life was in immediate danger.
    

    
      “So this was the conclusion I came to.”
    

    
      “Are you saying you will solve it yourself?”
    

    
      “I lost my daughter right before my eyes. Bringing her back is the natural duty of a father.”
    

    
      “You could have asked me for help.”
    

    
      Parnaci swirled the glass in his hand.
    

    
      Looking at the swirling yellow liquid with bitter eyes, he suddenly let out a self-deprecating chuckle.
    

    
      “I finally met you after 10 years. But you want me to burden you with danger as soon as we meet? You might as well ask me to stab myself in the back.”
    

    
      “You are in danger because of me.”
    

    
      “No. You guys have nothing to do with it. This happened because I am weak. And……”
    

    
      He trailed off for a moment before speaking again.
    

    
      “……Even if you're right, working for Shadow in the past was solely my decision. That decision was the best choice of my life, and because of that time, I am who I am today. Blaming this on Shadow is to deny my entire life. Don't you agree?”
    

    
      I didn't give any answer to Parnaci’s question.
    

    
      I just stared quietly at his face.
    

    
      Was the gaze burdensome?
    

    
      Parnaci turned his head to avoid my gaze and changed the subject.
    

    
      “Anyway, what I said earlier while crying and clinging to you, right? About asking for help. That was just my pathetic drunken rambling, so erase it from your mind. It’s a dark part of my history. Hahaha! You'll do that for me, right?”
    

    
      “……But Mr. Parnaci.”
    

    
      “I’ll say it again, this is my business. You guys stay out of it. Absolutely.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “Promise me.”
    

    
      Watching Parnaci speak with a hardened face, I could only sigh inwardly.
    

    
      ‘Is this a vow you're making to yourself?’
    

    
      That's how it looked to me.
    

    
      The image of him sobbing and crying for help while drunk and the image of him now, telling me not to interfere because it's his business.
    

    
      There was no way I wouldn't know which one was his true feeling.
    

    
      “I understand.”
    

    
      “Yes. Good thinking.”
    

    
      Parnaci nodded his head with a satisfied expression.
    

    
      “And as you know now, I've been completely exposed to them. So, it would be better for you guys to stop coming this way from now on.”
    

    
      “I understand what you mean.”
    

    
      “Yes. Then today is the last.”
    

    
      Saying so, Parnaci extended his hand.
    

    
      I took his hand.
    

    
      A desperate trembling felt through the tightly held hands.
    

    
      “We finally met, only to part like this right away……”
    

    
      Parnaci blinked his eyes, trying hard to hide the welling moisture.
    

    
      “……I’ll be cheering for you from afar. Just like I have for the past 10 years.”
    

    
      May the blessing of the night be with you on your path.
    

    
      Leaving that mumble behind, I left ‘Parnaci of the Plaza’.
    

    
      Trudge, trudge.
    

    
      The night road back was very quiet.
    

    
      The serene Icata.
    

    
      The full moon illuminates the city.
    

    
      At its solemn and mysterious appearance, I momentarily stopped walking and looked up at the sky.
    

    
      Like that, there was a time when Shadow also looked down on Icata.
    

    
      We are running hard to reclaim that glory, but honestly, I didn't even know when that would be.
    

    
      Whether it would be 10 years, or 100 years.
    

    
      Perhaps we would be buried in the oblivion of the night and be forgotten forever.
    

    
      Maybe that's why I was more obsessed.
    

    
      With the memories and connections of the past, of which there are not many left now.
    

    
      It goes without saying, but I had not the slightest intention of granting Parnaci's final request.
    

    
      Gerard was away, and I knew it was a trap, but sometimes there are times when you have to push through even when you know it's dangerous.
    

    
      ‘The master would surely have made the same choice as me.’
    

    
      Based on the explanation I heard from Parnaci, I tried to organize the general situation.
    

    
      From the circumstances, it was the Beltus Cult who kidnapped Parnaci's daughter.
    

    
      According to Parnaci, the bastards first tried to find out the location of Shadow's base, Lunatic, through him, but in the current situation, the only ones who would want to know that were the Beltus Cult, who were at war with Shadow.
    

    
      The problem was that Parnaci, who had no connection to Shadow anymore, had no way of knowing Lunatic's location, but of course, the bastards didn't believe him and kidnapped Jaygie.
    

    
      ‘If you want to save your daughter, bring Luis to the shop by tomorrow.’
    

    
      That was their demand.
    

    
      I raised two questions here.
    

    
      First.
    

    
      How did the Beltus Cult know that Parnaci was an informant who helped Shadow?
    

    
      ‘Parnaci of the Plaza’ was a place that had survived even the empire's surveillance network.
    

    
      If not a member of Shadow. 
    

    
      No, it was an intelligence post known only to a few, even among Shadow's members.
    

    
      Following that, the second question.
    

    
      Parnaci said one of them impersonated him.
    

    
      That meant there was someone among them who knew Luis.
    

    
      For reference, I had never once exposed my identity to the outside world.
    

    
      The only ones who knew my name, then and now, were my comrades in Shadow, and likewise, it was impossible for someone to impersonate Luis.
    

    
      ……Yes. Unless they were a member of Shadow.
    

    
      Therefore, combining these two questions led to this conclusion.
    

    
      A comrade who was once a part of Shadow has now, after 10 years, appeared before us as an enemy.
    

    
      “This is a troublesome situation.”
    

    
      My brow furrowed deeply.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      A decade is enough time for mountains and rivers to change.
    

    
      No matter how great one's loyalty and affection for the guild were, a period of 10 years was enough time to turn even those feelings into a faint memory.
    

    
      Moreover, Shadow had turned to ash in front of everyone.
    

    
      Even if there were survivors, who in that situation would try to carry on Shadow's will to the end?
    

    
      ‘It would be difficult for most.’
    

    
      But.
    

    
      Even so, the act of stabbing a former comrade in the back is unforgivable.
    

    
      Especially in such a cowardly and despicable way.
    

    
      ‘Who could it be.’
    

    
      According to Parnaci, he had a rather rough impression.
    

    
      His eyes were full of venom and the aura he exuded was ferocious and thick with killing intent, openly giving off a dangerous atmosphere.
    

    
      Also.
    

    
      “He seemed to know you well.”
    

    
      At the same time, one face came to my mind.
    

    
      His name was Hajin.
    

    
      A fateful contemporary who joined Shadow before me and studied under the First Seat, Yugen, but was pushed out in the selection of the successor and eventually chose to leave Shadow.
    

    
      It was a forgotten name, but if it was really him, I wasn't sure how I should act when I finally faced him.
    

    
      ‘It's not him. He’s not the type of person to do something so cowardly.’
    

    
      My thoughts stopped there.
    

    
      The identity of the traitor would be revealed on its own anyway. 
    

    
      What was more important was the plan for the future.
    

    
      In any case, I had already decided to help Parnaci.
    

    
      I had to make a plan for this.
    

    
      ‘First, I need to convince Dayle.’
    

    
      Knowing his personality, he would surely oppose it.
    

    
      So, as soon as I arrived at Lunatic, I told Dayle in the underground storage about what had happened.
    

    
      And the reaction was as expected.
    

    
      “……So? You decided to grant that request?”
    

    
      “That’s not it. Mr. Parnaci did not officially request a commission from us. However, I plan to do so.”
    

    
      “No. That's the same thing, you bastard! Are you really crazy? Huh? Do you not know our situation right now?”
    

    
      “Is it a crazy choice?”
    

    
      “Of course it is……!”
    

    
      Dayle, who was about to fly into a rage and curse, paused when he saw my calm eyes.
    

    
      Then, he scrunched his brow like a mischievous child and smirked.
    

    
      “……It's normal.”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      “Yeah. If you just stood by and watched that happen, it wouldn't be you. Aren't we the kind of guys who live by damn loyalty? Huh? Huh?”
    

    
      Dayle, clenching his fists, stood up and shouted.
    

    
      It was the complete opposite of what I expected, as I thought he would vehemently oppose it, and I was momentarily dumbfounded.
    

    
      “Alright, Luis. How are we going to save her? You have an awesome plan or something, right?”
    

    
      “There is no such thing.”
    

    
      “Eh?”
    

    
      “We have to make one now.”
    

    
      But Dayle's expression turned gloomy, as if nothing had happened.
    

    
      “……We’re screwed. The boss isn't here either.”
    

    
      When the boss comes back, we won't be here.
    

    
      We'll be in the afterlife, dammit.
    

    
      He grumbled with a foolish grin, but he didn't lose his fighting spirit.
    

    
      “Well, whatever. You're the boss for now, so what can I do but follow. Luis, you do know the extent of their forces, right?”
    

    
      I raised a corner of my mouth.
    

    
      How could I not know?
    

    
      All the data on the cult's side sent by Rachel was already in my head.
    

    
      If we clash head-on, strength against strength, there's no hope, just as Dayle worried.
    

    
      This would be the same even if Gerard were here. In the first place, didn't Gerard leave for Karagas to make up for this lack of power?
    

    
      “Dayle.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Our goal is not their annihilation. It is the rescue of Mr. Parnaci's daughter, Miss Jaygie.”
    

    
      Dayle stared intently at me.
    

    
      He wasn't a fool either.
    

    
      On the contrary, he had considerable intuition developed from living as a fugitive and by now, he could also grasp the intention of what I was trying to say.
    

    
      “Wait. So right now, you’re saying you and I should team up and work together on this?”
    

    
      “One thing is wrong. It's not you and me, the two of us, but three.”
    

    
      Saying so, I raised my head and looked up.
    

    
      Up the stairs. At some point, Clatter, who had finished recovering in the cemetery and returned, was looking down at them and waving his hand.
    

    
      Clack──!
    

    
      “Ooh! You're back, Clatter!”
    

    
      Dayle, who spotted Clatter, spread his arms wide.
    

    
      His face was bright, as if he had found a savior.
    

    
      “Alright. If we have Clatter, who accounts for 50 percent of our guild's power, it's doable!”
    

    
      I didn't bother to deny it.
    

    
      It wasn't an exaggeration or a joke.
    

    
      We had never properly measured his combat power, but their thought was that Clatter's strength was slightly below that of an elite knight.
    

    
      This was a skill that belonged to the 1st division in each knight order, called special class.
    

    
      And.
    

    
      There was one more person here.
    

    
      “I'll help too.”
    

    
      At the unexpected voice, the two of us threw our gazes behind Clatter.
    

    
      “You, you are……”
    

    
      Dayle, who had a surprised expression looking at her, tilted his head a moment later.
    

    
      “……Uh. Um. Who was it again?”
    

    
      “It’s Miss Rachel, Dayle.”
    

    
      “Ah! Right.”
    

    
      At his goldfish-like memory, Rachel looked down at Dayle with a pathetic look in her eyes.
    

    

  
    Chapter 156: Chapter 156

    
      Chapter 156: Outbreak (1)
    

    
      Late at dawn under a blue full moon.
    

    
      In the underground liquor storage of Lunatic, four people. 
    

    
      No, two men and one woman and one corpse sat huddled together.
    

    
      The reason, of course, was to discuss the upcoming operation.
    

    
      In the faint, flickering light.
    

    
      The first to speak was Rachel.
    

    
      “When is the Skull Mask coming?”
    

    
      At her question, Luis checked his watch.
    

    
      The hour hand on the clock had just passed 12 and was nearing 1.
    

    
      “A day has passed, so it should be tomorrow. But it could be later.”
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “It’s because he went to fetch someone. If he can meet that person right away and bring them back, he will arrive by tomorrow morning as promised. But if he cannot meet them right away, it may take more time.”
    

    
      There were several other reasons for the potential delay.
    

    
      Before he left, Gerard was confident that the person would not refuse the hand of help he extended.
    

    
      But nothing in life ever goes as planned.
    

    
      The person might have their own circumstances, and the conversation might not go well.
    

    
      Or, an unexpected situation might arise in the middle, delaying their return, and in the worst case, Gerard might return alone and empty-handed.
    

    
      So.
    

    
      “We should completely exclude the Master’s arrival from the plan.”
    

    
      The others all expressed their agreement.
    

    
      The timeline didn’t match from the start.
    

    
      The Cult gave Parnaci a two-day grace period, so one day has just passed, meaning it was due today.
    

    
      If they waited for Gerard to arrive, Parnaci and her daughter Jaygie would already be cold corpses.
    

    
      It was possible that if things went well for Gerard, he might arrive one day earlier than the mentioned schedule of tomorrow and join today, but that was just hoping for a fluke.
    

    
      The best strategy is always to plan for the worst-case scenario, and Luis knew this well.
    

    
      “The personnel for the operation will be the four of us. Ms. Rachel, you will be in charge of support.”
    

    
      “Okay.”
    

    
      Rachel nodded her head.
    

    
      She was currently active as a member of the Academy Investigation Team.
    

    
      The Academy Investigation Team.
    

    
      A military organization of the Academy that once again came together after the zombie incident, driven by the Vice-Dean Karad’s determination to incinerate all the perpetrators of the recent Final Evaluation Terror incident.
    

    
      Although it was a temporary organization, since its leader was Chaser Idna, who was considered the next Central Knights Commander, many people were focusing on their actions.
    

    
      It was obvious that if Rachel could manipulate them well enough to benefit Shadow, today's operation would be many times easier.
    

    
      It was at that moment, as they were formulating a plan based on the information they had.
    

    
      “But what about the possibility of the Central Knights or those magic guys getting involved?”
    

    
      Dayle, who had been listening quietly, asked.
    

    
      “If those guys get involved, it’ll be a total mess. I mean, it was like that last time, wasn’t it? Everyone remembers, right?”
    

    
      There was no one in this room who didn’t know what Dayle meant by 'that time.'
    

    
      That was because they were the ones who had personally experienced it.
    

    
      The zombie incident.
    

    
      Recalling the military might of the Central Knights that they had experienced in the last battle at Frey University, their intervention was bound to make the situation worse.
    

    
      No matter how far Ladrier Hotel was from the heart of the capital, it was still located within Icata.
    

    
      If a battle broke out with the Cult, their intervention had to be taken as a given, and if that happened, it would be fatal to both the Cult and Shadow.
    

    
      “They probably won’t come.”
    

    
      But Luis shook his head.
    

    
      “Even if they come, only a small number will.”
    

    
      “How do you know that?”
    

    
      At Dayle's question, Luis told them what had happened the day before yesterday.
    

    
      Lunatic was a hideout and a cover business that concealed Shadow's existence, but it also served as an intelligence post for gathering information.
    

    
      It wasn't intentional, but due to its location, most of the customers who visited Lunatic were Icata's upper-class residents living on Royal Road.
    

    
      Among them, the regulars were noblewomen who came to see Luis's face, and they would tell Luis about their personal and family affairs without even being asked, and among them were some quite useful pieces of information.
    

    
      “A banquet is being held. A private party to welcome the return of the Second Prince, who had left for the Holy Nation for a baptismal ceremony. And it just so happens to be tonight.”
    

    
      “What?! A party? In this situation? Seriously?”
    

    
      “Yes. I checked, and it was true.”
    

    
      Dayle let out a hollow laugh.
    

    
      “Seriously. How long has it been since the Academy raid? They must be out of their minds, out of their minds.”
    

    
      “Frey is a golden empire. It has survived countless invasions and wars over a thousand years. Do you think those distinguished Central figures would even glance at the Cult? They’re probably cursing the Academy for the damage it suffered instead.”
    

    
      Rachel’s words were true.
    

    
      From their perspective, postponing the Prince’s return banquet for a mere raid on the Academy was an unacceptable loss of face as a noble of the Empire.
    

    
      In fact, most high-ranking nobles were cursing the Academy’s inadequate security and response.
    

    
      In particular, Dean Bell Toro, who was the most secretive and disobedient figure in the Royal Empire and had been a thorn in their side for a long time, was being shredded to pieces from that point on.
    

    
      “In any case, for that reason, organizations that can be called the heads of Royal security, such as the Central Knights and the Special Magic Corps, will all gather at the Royal Palace, the banquet venue, today. Even if something happens, my prediction is that they will prioritize protecting the VIPs, and the probability of them running all the way to the distant Ladrier Hotel is low.”
    

    
      “Low? It’s zero.”
    

    
      Rachel answered with conviction.
    

    
      “So, we must strike the enemies first.”
    

    
      Everyone's eyes were simultaneously focused on Luis.
    

    
      No. What did he mean by that?
    

    
      The eyes staring at Luis said as much.
    

    
      Hitting the enemies first meant a surprise attack.
    

    
      A surprise attack is meant to seize the initiative and momentum in a battle to inflict huge damage on the opponent.
    

    
      And it was not difficult to predict what kind of situation would unfold at the hotel after that.
    

    
      Chaos and combat.
    

    
      For those who had been focused on quietly infiltrating the hotel and spiriting Jaygie away, this was like a bolt from the blue.
    

    
      To show that he wasn't misunderstood, Luis unfolded a brochure on the table with a floor plan of Ladrier Hotel.
    

    
      Dayle, who had been staring blankly at the sight, quickly reached out his hand.
    

    
      “Hey, hey. Hold on, Luis. Are you saying we should have an all-out war with them?”
    

    
      “It’s a surprise attack.”
    

    
      “Nooo. It’s the same thing! Without the boss!”
    

    
      Dayle jumped to his feet.
    

    
      Even though Clatter had the combat power comparable to a squad leader of the Central Knights, they might receive support from the Academy Investigation Team with Rachel’s help.
    

    
      Still, there was an insurmountable difference in power between the two organizations.
    

    
      There was a Bishop there.
    

    
      And not just any Bishop, but a Bishop of the Death Council.
    

    
      Among the five factions within the Beltus Cult, the Death Council had the fewest Bishops, but its standing was the greatest, and not just because of its traditional roots.
    

    
      It was because of the special nature that only Necromancers possessed, and the combat power of Necromancers who had achieved their own understanding was enough to be called a walking army, far surpassing the realm of ordinary people.
    

    
      Among them, Bishop Laitna was a Necromancer who could summon a grotesque creature called a Skeleton King.
    

    
      Not only that.
    

    
      The High Cleric Vallary, who was her sibling, had refused the position of Bishop and remained a High Cleric, and was rumored to be an eccentric Necromancer within the Death Council.
    

    
      And Dorian, the Vice-Commander of Blood who had come with the two, was also an individual who couldn't be ignored.
    

    
      “I told you, Dayle. Our goal is to rescue Ms. Jaygie.”
    

    
      “No. That’s why I don’t get it. It’s already difficult to sneak in and quietly take her out, so why would we attack the enemies who are just sitting there first? What, are you trying to announce our arrival to them?”
    

    
      “Exactly.”
    

    
      “...Huh?”
    

    
      Dayle made a foolish expression, but Rachel, who had been listening quietly next to him, spoke up.
    

    
      “It’s a feint.”
    

    
      “That’s right.”
    

    
      “A feint? What’s that? I don’t know what it is, but I don’t have any smoke grenades. There’s no time to make them either!”
    

    
      The two people and one corpse completely ignored Dayle.
    

    
      Luis began to carefully explain the plan that had just flashed in his head.
    

    
      The overall framework was a feint. Yes. 
    

    
      He set that as the basic skeleton and then added flesh to it as he explained.
    

    
      As Rachel occasionally chimed in with brilliant ideas, the vague plan gradually took on a single objective and began to be fleshed out in earnest.
    

    
      Dayle, who had been making foolish remarks in the beginning because he didn't understand, was now listening intently, and their strategy meeting continued until the sun rose.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Yuria blankly stared out the window.
    

    
      Under the clear sunlight, people of various appearances were moving busily.
    

    
      She didn't know where they were going or what they were doing, but most of them were travelers, adventurers, mercenaries or office workers who had come to the capital for business.
    

    
      They went in and out through the hotel’s revolving doors, breathing life into the place.
    

    
      Ladrier Hotel.
    

    
      It wasn't as luxurious as the high-class hotels built in the royal downtown or the city center, but it was famous for being a good place for visitors to Icata to stay for a few days at a reasonable price, so it had its own recognition.
    

    
      Thus, middle-class citizens, family travelers, and those who wanted to rest from their journey but also desired a certain level of service and facilities were the main guests of Ladrier Hotel.
    

    
      Just now, a carriage that had passed through the city gate and along the main street stopped in front of the hotel entrance and a woman in a neat suit with a briefcase and two men in mercenary attire got out.
    

    
      The two seemed to have visited Icata for business and as soon as they got off the carriage, they pushed open the hotel’s revolving door and entered.
    

    
      They then went straight to the cafeteria and sat down and as luck would have it, their table was right next to Yuria's.
    

    
      Their conversation naturally reached Yuria's ears.
    

    
      “Ah! Come to think of it, I didn't tell you. Yesterday. I heard that monsters invaded Karagas.”
    

    
      “And? It's in the middle of a monster forest, so it's not a strange thing, is it? Did half the city get destroyed or something? Or did a new named monster appear?”
    

    
      The mercenary man chuckled at the cynical response of the woman in the suit.
    

    
      “Haha. An appearance is an appearance. But it's not a named monster, it’s talented people. There were some young people who stopped the hordes of monsters head-on, and their performance was apparently great. The industry is already buzzing about the emergence of a new supernova.”
    

    
      “Who is it? Where are they from?”
    

    
      “Karagas.”
    

    
      The suit-wearing woman's brows, which had brightened at the mention of talent, instantly furrowed.
    

    
      “What. Karagas? So they’re from the slums, aren’t they? It’s obvious they don’t have a proper ID.”
    

    
      “That’s true. But it seems one of them isn't. I heard he was an outsider, and from what I heard, he’s a guy from here, Icata. He’s the one I wanted to talk about.”
    

    
      “Oh, really?”
    

    
      “Hehe. Getting curious now, are you?”
    

    
      “Enough with that, just tell me already. So? What’s his name? Is he a mercenary? If so, does he have a contract with a guild?”
    

    
      Eavesdropping on their conversation, Yuria soon realized that they were not the type of people she was looking for and lost interest.
    

    
      The group Yuria was looking for were not employees of a mercenary office like these.
    

    
      It was the Beltus Cult.
    

    
      The villains who had orchestrated the raid on the Academy on the last day of the Final Evaluation.
    

    
      This morning, Rachel had brought a piece of news to the investigation team.
    

    
      [Some people say they saw suspicious individuals at Ladrier Hotel!]
    

    
      It was a highly subjective claim, throwing away evidence and factual basis, but the investigation team had not achieved any visible results or even found any solid leads so far.
    

    
      So, the team leader, Professor Chaser Idna, sent a few cadets to stake out Ladrier Hotel, which was why Yuria had been sitting in the cafeteria from morning until now.
    

    
      “Hoo.”
    

    
      An indefinite stakeout.
    

    
      Yuria let out a light sigh and turned her head back to the window.
    

    
      The two men and a woman sitting next to her glanced over at the sound of her sigh, but only for a moment.
    

    
      They were still continuing their story about ‘the mercenary from Icata who solved the monster invasion of Karagas.’
    

    
      Perhaps because of that.
    

    
      Even without her conscious effort, the topic that had pierced her ears naturally made Yuria think of someone.
    

    
      Yuria’s gaze was no longer on the people roaming the hotel lobby and the street, but on someone who was somewhere else.
    

    
      ‘Sorry. I don’t think I can do the investigation team.’
    

    
      That someone was Gerard.
    

    
      Yuria recalled the conversation she had with him a few days ago.
    

    
      ‘Huh? Why?’
    

    
      ‘There’s a place I need to go. It's vacation, you know. So I’m going to go to my hometown for a bit.’
    

    
      Hometown?
    

    
      Yuria, who had thought Gerard was from Icata all along, couldn’t help but tilt her head.
    

    
      Thinking about it, Yuria realized that Gerard had never once talked about his past, such as his childhood or his hometown.
    

    
      ‘Where? I’ll go with you.’
    

    
      As if he had expected it, Gerard laughed and shook his head.
    

    
      ‘What are you saying? Didn’t you already say you’d join the investigation team? Did you forget?’
    

    
      Ah, that's right.
    

    
      That was why she had come to find Gerard.
    

    
      Just like during the last zombie incident, she wanted to ask him to join the investigation team with her this time as well.
    

    
      And Yuria, of course, thought Gerard would accept.
    

    
      She thought that the senior she had known so far, Gerard, who had always taken the lead in solving all the incidents at the Academy, would do the same this time.
    

    
      But he didn't.
    

    
      ‘It’ll take a few days. Do well with the investigation team and make sure to find those guys and punish them in my place.’
    

    
      And so, Gerard left.
    

    
      The decision left Yuria feeling a little sad.
    

    
      That wasn't to say it was completely incomprehensible.
    

    
      Who was she to follow him to his hometown? 
    

    
      Although she hadn't expressed it, Gerard might have felt uncomfortable with Yuria’s company.
    

    
      No, he would definitely have felt uncomfortable.
    

    
      She wasn't deaf, and she knew about the subtle scandal that was spreading between them.
    

    
      And just as he said, she had already decided to join the investigation team with her fellow cadets...
    

    
      “I guess it can’t be helped.”
    

    
      Yuria shook her head to shake off the disappointment.
    

    
      Right. Now was the time to focus on the mission at hand.
    

    
      By then, the man and woman who had been talking about Karagas had left and others had taken their place.
    

    
      Yuria glanced over at them.
    

    
      The new people who had taken their seats were a man and a woman again.
    

    
      Were they the type of people she was looking for? 
    

    
      She quickly scanned their appearance, pretending to look elsewhere.
    

    
      They were young.
    

    
      Their skin was pale, and with their long, droopy eyes and heavy dark circles, they both gave off a gloomy impression.
    

    
      The important thing was their eyes.
    

    
      The two men and women had been staring at Yuria the moment she turned her head and Yuria naturally exchanged glances with them, their empty eyes making her shiver.
    

    
      ‘What is it?’
    

    
      It was strange.
    

    
      They were clearly strangers, but her inner senses were strangely screaming that they were very familiar and dangerous.
    

    
      Had she met them somewhere before?
    

    
      It didn't come to mind immediately, but staring at someone for longer than necessary was a clear breach of etiquette.
    

    
      So Yuria naturally dropped her gaze and turned her head back toward the window.
    

    
      But after that, her expression hardened and wouldn't relax.
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      The reflection of the young man and woman in the window.
    

    
      They were still staring at Yuria.
    

    
      With a cold smile on their lips.
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      Chapter 157 : Outbreak (2)
    

    
      I had a gut feeling.
    

    
      ‘It's them.’
    

    
      The fishy killing intent at the corners of their mouths and the intense sense of intimidation in their gaze.
    

    
      I had fought against no small number of necromancers and I realized that the sinister energy underlying their gazes was the same Sagi as that of the necromancers I had fought before.
    

    
      That's right.
    

    
      The information Rachel brought was real.
    

    
      The problem was that there were two of them and I was alone.
    

    
      Chaser Idna and the other seniors were searching Icata, and the number of people staking out the hotel like me was a total of five: second-year Bain Winter and my classmates Ivan, Rachel, Gwyn, and Karina.
    

    
      We had divided our jurisdictions by hotel area, and of course, we were currently scattered in pairs.
    

    
      It was my and Bain Winter's duty to monitor the people coming and going as well as the lobby.
    

    
      However, Bain had left to check if the other kids were doing their duties diligently, and now this situation had occurred with me alone.
    

    
      ‘No. It might be a good situation. If she were here, the chaos would only be greater.’
    

    
      Having worked with her during the zombie incident, I knew Bain Winter's reckless personality well.
    

    
      She was a perfect, downgraded version of Karina, with pride added and intellect removed.
    

    
      I didn't know yet how strong these two men and women were.
    

    
      But given that they had appeared openly in front of me without hiding, it was highly likely that they were necromancers of a high level.
    

    
      ‘Even if they aren’t, they must be confident enough to expose themselves.’
    

    
      Entering into a battle with just ourselves was too risky.
    

    
      Also, due to the nature of the hotel, there were many civilians and it was obvious that if a battle broke out, there would be a huge number of casualties.
    

    
      Still, no matter how I thought about it, it was a huge relief that Bain Winter wasn't here.
    

    
      Anyway.
    

    
      ‘What are they planning to do?’
    

    
      I watched the two necromancers' reactions, feeling extremely tense.
    

    
      While I was thinking about various possibilities, the two of them showed no movement. They just stared at me with interesting gazes.
    

    
      ‘They must have a purpose for revealing themselves. Were they simply curious about me as a person?’
    

    
      After all, from their perspective, causing trouble in broad daylight like this was clearly a big risk.
    

    
      They were criminals, after all.
    

    
      And thinking this, I felt a little relieved.
    

    
      If I could just stall for time until the others arrived—,
    

    
      Drr-ruk!
    

    
      But my expectations were shattered by the actions that followed.
    

    
      “...!”
    

    
      The female necromancer stood up abruptly from her seat and walked straight toward me.
    

    
      Tumb-buk, tumb-buk
    

    
      I checked her through the window and immediately turned on my mana circuit.
    

    
      A click echoed in my head.
    

    
      My senses became sharp, my body grew hot and my outstretched will was ready to control the surrounding mana.
    

    
      At the same time, I caressed my 'subspace ring' with my thumb.
    

    
      The space at my waist shimmered, and when I put my hand inside, I felt the cold touch of a sword wrapped around my palm.
    

    
      The time it took me to figure out her movements and prepare for any attack was just one second.
    

    
      ‘The moment I feel something strange, I'll strike.’
    

    
      The reason I didn't attack first and waited for the necromancer was purely because I was curious about their intentions.
    

    
      Necromancers typically have a nature to hide their true selves.
    

    
      But not only did they reveal themselves, they were also approaching me first.
    

    
      I thought there must be a reason for it.
    

    
      I focused all my senses on the approaching female necromancer.
    

    
      While I was focusing all my attention on the female necromancer, the necromancer next to her.
    

    
      I turned my head and looked up at her, and as she met my gaze, her eyes sparkled and she opened her mouth.
    

    
      Suddenly, a new voice cut in from the side.
    

    
      “What’s up?”
    

    
      It was Bain Winter, who had appeared without a sound.
    

    
      Bain was glaring at the woman with a raised eyebrow, and the woman, after staring at her, cast her gaze behind Bain.
    

    
      Gwyn and Ivan were standing behind Bain.
    

    
      “I said, what’s up?”
    

    
      Despite Bain’s abrupt, informal tone, the woman showed no reaction.
    

    
      Instead, she looked at each of them as if she was taking in their faces.
    

    
      Then she turned around sharply.
    

    
      She linked arms with the male necromancer, who had since stood up, and they disappeared in the direction of the elevator.
    

    
      “Do you know them, Yuria?”
    

    
      “...No.”
    

    
      “Then why were they staring at us like that? How creepy. Anyway, let’s all sit down. Did you find anything? Anyone suspicious? Oh! I heard Lady Karina and Rachel are looking around the area. They’ll be here soon.”
    

    
      Watching the chattering Bain Winter, I thought to myself.
    

    
      ‘Does this person even know what our mission and purpose are?’
    

    
      “You just saw them. Suspicious people.”
    

    
      “Huh? What do you mean?”
    

    
      A sigh escaped me, so I decided to speak bluntly.
    

    
      In a low but clear voice.
    

    
      “...I think we found them.”
    

    
      Everyone’s attention was drawn to me.
    

    
      “So please gather all the investigation team members, Senior. No. If we gather everyone, it’ll be too conspicuous, so just Professor Chaser.”
    

    
      Twenty minutes later.
    

    
      After listening to Yuria’s story with a serious face, Chaser Idna smiled faintly.
    

    
      “Well done, Yuria.”
    

    
      “But I can’t be 100% sure. My feelings are my only basis. It’s too abstract, and it doesn't make sense that they approached me.”
    

    
      “Hmm. That’s true. But I think that feeling alone is enough to warrant an investigation.”
    

    
      To be precise, that was the only situation they could have.
    

    
      A few days had passed since the investigation team was formed and began its full-fledged activities under the Vice-Dean's directive. 
    

    
      But the reality was that they hadn't even achieved any visible results or set a proper direction for the investigation.
    

    
      The biggest reason was the lack of information about the enemy.
    

    
      Additionally, Icata was a large city boasting not only a large area but also high floating population and population density. 
    

    
      The scale was too large for the investigation team's manpower to handle.
    

    
      Therefore, collaboration with the Central Knights Headquarters and the Capital Defense Force was essential, but the problem was their overly passive attitude.
    

    
      ‘It’s entirely our fault. Annoying Central bastards.’
    

    
      Chaser swallowed a sigh.
    

    
      These were people who acted for their own interests, even in a situation where their own countrymen were being sacrificed.
    

    
      They were like hyenas, filled with various vested interests such as politics, power, money, and ideology, and they would either feign ignorance or try to use it as a weakness if it seemed to be even a little disadvantageous to them or their faction.
    

    
      Even though a major incident had occurred at the Academy, one of the main administrative bodies representing the royal empire, the very fact that they were getting angry and insisting on holding the banquet without a delay showed how rotten and hopeless they were.
    

    
      “So what are we going to do now, Professor?”
    

    
      At that moment, Karina, who was resting her chin on the table, asked.
    

    
      In any case, thanks to Rachel and Yuria’s performance, the investigation team had finally set a proper direction.
    

    
      Chaser, who had swallowed his rising dissatisfaction, stood up.
    

    
      “What? We’re going to raid them right away?”
    

    
      “What? We’re going to raid them right away?”
    

    
      “No. We can’t do that. Besides us, there are ordinary citizens in this hotel. We're not sure if they are really members of the Cult, and even if they are, we are not enough to catch them all.”
    

    
      I couldn't confirm that all necromancers belonged to the Beltus Cult.
    

    
      Of course, it couldn't be denied that they were still villains that needed to be arrested, but their current target was not freelance-like necromancers, but 'necromancers belonging to the Beltus Cult who orchestrated the Academy raid.'
    

    
      A clear target existed.
    

    
      “Then let's quickly request for backup. Before they escape.”
    

    
      “We have to. But reinforcements won’t come right away.”
    

    
      “Huh? Why not?”
    

    
      “Most of the capital’s forces are concentrated at the Royal Palace right now.”
    

    
      The banquet for the Second Prince's return.
    

    
      It was a natural measure considering the celebrities, the wealthy and the royal family and nobles from various fields who were invited there.
    

    
      “Damn it. Then what do we do?”
    

    
      “There's no other choice. Let's book a room here too.”
    

    
      It might have sounded like he was suggesting they relax and enjoy a staycation like the nobles enjoying the banquet, but of course, it wasn't that.
    

    
      The cadets immediately understood Chaser’s intention and nodded.
    

    
      And so they failed to see.
    

    
      Luis and Dayle, disguised with face masks, entering the hotel.
    

    
      Only one person, Rachel, saw them and smiled faintly.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Dorian twisted his mouth.
    

    
      “It's definitely an unexpected turn of events. But it doesn't really matter.”
    

    
      “Huh? What do you mean?”
    

    
      “The Academy, or whatever it is. It doesn't matter.”
    

    
      The Grand Cleric, Margo, let out a hollow laugh.
    

    
      Well, it was true.
    

    
      As Dorian said, the Academy Investigation Team was "nothing" compared to them.
    

    
      After all, weren't they an organization made up of kids with little to no real-world experience? 
    

    
      Of course, he admitted that their potential was considerable, befitting the high reputation of Frey Academy.
    

    
      ‘Everything is relative.’
    

    
      The opponent is bad.
    

    
      Margo shifted his gaze to the bed.
    

    
      He could see Bishop Laitna, who was sleeping soundly in the arms of High Cleric Vallary.
    

    
      ‘It's a fact that they are nothing but dust compared to those two monsters.’
    

    
      However.
    

    
      “Still. You have to be careful of Chaser Idna.”
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      Dorian, who had been so full of momentum just a moment ago, now couldn't hide his discomfort.
    

    
      Chaser Idna was an opponent he couldn't ignore either.
    

    
      “Be careful of what?”
    

    
      Margo looked at where the voice came from.
    

    
      Bishop Laitna, who he thought was asleep, had her eyes open and was looking at them.
    

    
      “My brother alone is enough for a swordsman like that. Right?”
    

    
      “That’s right.”
    

    
      Margo just gave an awkward laugh.
    

    
      He already knew the rumor that High Cleric Vallary was an eccentric who had refused the position of bishop, but he didn't know if he could handle Chaser Idna.
    

    
      As Margo was diligently weighing the superiority between Bishop Laitna, High Cleric Vallary, and Chaser Idna in his mind, he suddenly remembered the girl he had locked up in the next room and asked.
    

    
      “By the way, Mr. Dorian. What are you planning to do with the girl?”
    

    
      “Hey. Don’t touch her.”
    

    
      “...Huh?”
    

    
      “I said, don't touch her.”
    

    
      Dorian’s face suddenly turned cold.
    

    
      At that, Margo's expression became momentarily blank.
    

    
      “You’re not going to hand her over, are you?”
    

    
      “What do you mean? Am I not supposed to?”
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      “Parnaci. If that man keeps his promise and that guy Luis shows up. I’ll send the girl back immediately. So don't think about anything else and just think about how to subdue that guy Luis if he shows up. He's fast enough to escape the moment he sees an opening. Got it, you bastard?”
    

    
      Margo, who had secretly been looking forward to turning the girl into an undead, felt a momentary surge of anger at having his artistic sensibilities trampled on before they could even blossom.
    

    
      “But Mr. Dorian. Why do you keep talking like that?”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “You’re not my superior, are you? In fact, as a subordinate organization of the Darkness Council, you are below me in the hierarchy, so how can you talk to your senior like that—,”
    

    
      But.
    

    
      “...can I?”
    

    
      When he came forward and looked down at me, I met Dorian's eyes.
    

    
      Margo realized that he had been gravely mistaken all this time.
    

    
      What?
    

    
      Be careful of Chaser Idna?
    

    
      What a joke.
    

    
      “Hahahaha! He’s scared. He’s scared.”
    

    
      “Hehe-hehe.”
    

    
      He could hear the vulgar laughter of the monster siblings from the bed, but Margo had no time to pay attention to them.
    

    
      Right in front of him was a beast hungry for blood.
    

    
      Dorian grinned, baring his teeth.
    

    
      He asked.
    

    
      “Say that again. I couldn't hear you clearly because your voice was too quiet. What did you say? Hierarchy?”
    

    
      But.
    

    
      In this situation, Margo strangely felt like laughing.
    

    
      That was because he was now certain.
    

    
      No meddler, not even the Chaser Idna who had made him tremble just moments ago, could stop these people.
    

    
      And, these three people are on my side.
    

    
      “...Heh. Heheh. I’m sorry, Mr. Dorian.”
    

    
      In the face of immense power, human emotions were like small crumbs.
    

    
      Margo, who knew this truth, immediately bowed his head.
    

    
      “I was out of line. Heheh. I will make all preparations to capture Luis.”
    

    
      And Margo trembled with ecstasy.
    

    
      Dorian, who had been quietly looking down at him, withdrew his momentum. 
    

    
      He looked at Bishop Laitna and High Cleric Vallary, who were still cackling, and then at Margo again, and let out a chuckle.
    

    
      “Honestly, this one and those two are all just crazy.”
    

    
      He shook his head and returned to his seat.
    

    
      As soon as Dorian sat down, he took out his watch.
    

    
      The time he had promised Parnaci was 22:00.
    

    
      If that old man had followed his instructions, Luis would be there.
    

    
      ‘We finally meet, Luis.’
    

    
      Dorian closed his eyes and briefly recalled the past.
    

    
      His fist was clenched tightly without him realizing it.
    

    
      ‘Five hours left.’
    

    
      ...That was the time remaining to fulfill a long-cherished wish.
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      Chapter 158: Outbreak (3)
    

    
      One day, when Yugen returned from an outing, the hand of a boy was clasped on his own.
    

    
      [This is Luis.]
    

    
      There were no other words.
    

    
      Luis simply mixed in with them and that's how Dorian first met Luis.
    

    
      [Hi.]
    

    
      [Yeah.]
    

    
      Luis was quiet.
    

    
      He was so silent that at first, I thought there might be something wrong with him.
    

    
      After living with him for a while, I realized that was just his personality.
    

    
      He was cold, calm, and held a quiet malice within him.
    

    
      Unlike Luis, Dorian was the exact opposite.
    

    
      He was always passionate, confident, ambitious, and had a strong sense of pride.
    

    
      Naturally, from Dorian's perspective, who was being well-trained as Yugen's successor, Luis was nothing more than a sudden interloper.
    

    
      Since there couldn't be two people to succeed Yugen, Dorian felt both a sense of crisis and a sense of rivalry.
    

    
      So Dorian threw more logs of effort into his learning.
    

    
      [My Master brought Luis here for me.]
    

    
      [My attitude toward learning has become too lax, so he planted a rival named Luis.]
    

    
      To not disappoint that feeling and to repay him, Dorian acquired the teachings by staying up all night.
    

    
      As time passed, the evaluation to assess the thief's abilities approached.
    

    
      Among the crisis management abilities a thief needed, military might was an especially important one that enhanced a thief's survival rate.
    

    
      So the evaluation included a match to assess the two children's military might, and Dorian naturally had no doubt that he would win.
    

    
      Not even a 1% doubt.
    

    
      [Huh?]
    

    
      But Dorian realized something was wrong just three seconds after the match began.
    

    
      In less than ten seconds, he felt a sense of crisis.
    

    
      Was that why?
    

    
      [Stop! Get away from him, Dorian!]
    

    
      When he came to his senses, his dagger was scattering red blood everywhere.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Knock! Knock!
    

    
      With a knock, Dorian's pupils, which had been floating in the past, sharpened.
    

    
      Dorian let out a hollow laugh.
    

    
      “Goodness. I guess I'm looking forward to meeting him so much that I'm reminiscing about the old days.”
    

    
      He shook his head, brushing away the remnants of his memories, and Dorian stood up.
    

    
      “Who is it?”
    

    
      [Room service.]
    

    
      Dorian's eyes reflexively went to the clock.
    

    
      The hour hand had already passed the number 7 and was pointing to the late evening hours.
    

    
      ‘An hour has already passed.’
    

    
      Dorian opened the door.
    

    
      Kwar-uk, the door opened, and a hotelier pushed in a dining table.
    

    
      Lidded dishes were on the table, and the hotelier skillfully picked up a wine bottle and opener and asked.
    

    
      “Shall I pour you a glass?”
    

    
      Dorian waved his hand.
    

    
      His reason for being here was, after all, because of a request from Bishop Luis of the Darkness Council.
    

    
      His job was to capture Luis and find out where Shadow's hideout was and where the Skull Mask was hiding.
    

    
      No matter how perfect a trap he had set, Luis was not an easy opponent who would just be caught.
    

    
      Drinking could wait until after everything was done.
    

    
      “You can go.”
    

    
      The hotelier, who had bowed his head, was about to leave.
    

    
      Until then, Dorian had not given the hotelier any attention or interest.
    

    
      He was only thinking, ‘What kind of useful plan would Margo have come up with by now?’, and how to capture Luis.
    

    
      “Then I’ll leave this here.”
    

    
      It was quite by chance that he became interested in the hotelier.
    

    
      Even though he was lost in thought, Dorian was still following the hotelier with his eyes.
    

    
      His eyes saw the hotelier put the wine bottle and opener on the table, and at first, he didn't even notice anything strange, but…
    

    
      ‘Hmm?’
    

    
      He felt a sense of dissonance.
    

    
      So Dorian replayed what he had just seen, meticulously searching his memory, and he easily discovered the source of the dissonance.
    

    
      It was the fact that there had been no sound at all from the hotelier's movements.
    

    
      When he picked up the wine bottle and opener.
    

    
      And when he put them back on the table.
    

    
      Even the sloshing of the liquid inside the wine bottle.
    

    
      Dorian’s mouth opened almost at the same time.
    

    
      “Hey.”
    

    
      The hotelier, who was about to head toward the door, stopped dead in his tracks at Dorian's call and turned around.
    

    
      “Is there anything else you need?”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      Dorian scrutinized the hotelier's face.
    

    
      It was a clean but ordinary face with nothing special about it.
    

    
      But having perfectly completed countless assassination jobs and lived his life on a blood-stained blade, Dorian knew very well that there was nothing more foolish than judging a person by their appearance.
    

    
      “Sorry, but I changed my mind. Come back and pour me a drink.”
    

    
      At Dorian's request, the hotelier reached for the wine bottle without any suspicion. 
    

    
      But Dorian did not miss the brief moment his eyes trembled.
    

    
      However, he said nothing and just watched for now.
    

    
      The room was instantly filled with a heavy silence.
    

    
      In such a situation, the hotelier smoothly pulled out the cork and tilted the bottle to pour the wine.
    

    
      The deep, blood-red liquid filled the transparent glass.
    

    
      Dorian, who was just sitting on the sofa watching the scene, opened his mouth when the wine had filled about one-third of the glass.
    

    
      “Long time no see.”
    

    
      It was a light greeting, like meeting a close friend by chance during a walk.
    

    
      But the hotelier's reaction was a little different.
    

    
      The hotelier’s face had become stiff.
    

    
      “Hehehe. Surprised?”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “Well, of course you are. You wouldn’t have known it was me. Still, if it were anyone else, they would have shown their surprise, but this is what I'd expect from the Master’s successor, huh? Hey, hey, hey, you only need to pour a third of the glass. Is this your first time pouring red wine? It’s going to overflow.”
    

    
      The hotelier.
    

    
      No, Luis, who was disguised as a hotelier, just stared down at Dorian, who was being overly fussy with his ridiculous wine etiquette.
    

    
      Then he parted his lips.
    

    
      “It was you after all, Hajin.”
    

    
      “Call me Dorian, you bastard. It's been a long time since I got rid of that name. More importantly, what are you doing? Just standing there. Sit down. It's been a while, we should have a drink.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “You don't want to? Then I'll just drink alone. Give it to me.”
    

    
      Dorian, who snatched the glass from Luis as if he were taking it, immediately brought the sloshing liquid to his lips.
    

    
      “It’s not bad.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “Are you going to keep standing? Your neck must hurt.”
    

    
      Dorian roughly wiped off the spilled wine and leaned his back against the sofa.
    

    
      “You came to get that man’s daughter, right?”
    

    
      Luis simply nodded.
    

    
      He had been discovered before he could even execute his plan properly. 
    

    
      He thought lying would only make the situation worse.
    

    
      “Where is Lady Jaygie?”
    

    
      “In the room at the end of the corridor on the right.”
    

    
      “Is she alive?”
    

    
      Dorian scratched the wound on his forehead and chuckled.
    

    
      “Well, she’s alive.”
    

    
      For the first time, a crack appeared on Luis’s face, which had been as dry as a desert.
    

    
      ‘She’s alive.’
    

    
      It was an ambiguous answer that could be misunderstood depending on how one heard it.
    

    
      The atmosphere in the room instantly froze.
    

    
      Dorian's expression hardened for a moment at the razor-sharp aura Luis was giving off, but it was just for a moment. 
    

    
      He soon let out a short exclamation of 'Hoo' and took a sip of wine.
    

    
      “Gah. Hey. Putting on that kind of mood won’t do you any good, you know?”
    

    
      “...What do you want?”
    

    
      “Why ask? You know already.”
    

    
      Of course, he knew.
    

    
      The Cult and Shadow were currently in a hostile relationship and Dorian was like the leader of the Cult’s action squad.
    

    
      Naturally, he would be curious about information about Shadow and, most importantly, where the Skull Mask was hiding.
    

    
      But the words that came out of Luis's mouth were a sudden question.
    

    
      “Why did you betray us? Was it because of what happened that day?”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      It was then that a crack suddenly appeared on the face of Dorian, who had been leisurely waiting for Luis’s answer.
    

    
      “On the day I was chosen as the Master’s successor, you didn't accept your defeat in the match and left Shadow with a face full of discontent and resentment.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “Do you still think that you, not I, should have been the Master’s successor? Is that why you told the Cult that Parnaci's Plaza was Shadow's intelligence post?”
    

    
      Dorian was silent for a moment.
    

    
      He glared at Luis with burning eyes.
    

    
      “...I don't know why you're suddenly bringing up the past, but honestly, I wasn't without discontent. I still think I would have won if we had gone all the way. If that damned Master hadn’t stopped us, that is.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “But now, I think it was a blessing that the Master stopped me. If I had stayed there and learned those pieces of trash techniques to become a thief, I would have been screwed, wouldn’t I? Just like you are now.”
    

    
      Dorian was now grinning.
    

    
      “Look at you now, Luis. All ruined, no money, and hiding because you don’t know when you'll be caught. But what? Rebuilding Shadow? Heh-heh-heh. Are you kidding me?”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “On the other hand, me? I'm the Vice-Commander of a super successful assassination organization, you bastard. A single command from me and there are enough guys willing to jump into a pit of fire and cut off a noble’s head to fill a whole alleyway.”
    

    
      Dorian, who had since stood up, spread his arms wide.
    

    
      The iron chains and battle-ax hanging from his waist clashed and made a sound.
    

    
      “So why would I resent you? I’m damn grateful, actually. There’s no special reason for the betrayal either. It’s because I wanted to get rid of it quickly. From the beginning, I had no sense of belonging or emotion toward Shadow, so it’s funny to even call it a betrayal.”
    

    
      Anyway.
    

    
      “Your courage to sneak all the way here to find Parnaci’s daughter is admirable. But that's as far as it goes.”
    

    
      “Do you think you can catch me?”
    

    
      “Heh-heh-heh. The moment you walked in here, you were already screwed, Luis.”
    

    
      As soon as Dorian finished his words, the room door burst open, and a group of people rushed in.
    

    
      They were the assassins of Blood who had come to support Dorian.
    

    
      And.
    

    
      “Hahaha. To think the target would come right to us. This, this has turned the plans we made a hundred of into scraps of paper, hasn’t it?”
    

    
      Grand Cleric Margo as well.
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “Do you understand the situation now?”
    

    
      Luis showed no reaction to Dorian's cocky question.
    

    
      He just stood there, staring down at Dorian as he had been from the start.
    

    
      At this, Dorian felt something was strange, and then he inferred the reason and the corners of his lips turned up.
    

    
      “You’re not putting your faith in those Academy brats downstairs, are you?”
    

    
      Seeing Luis’s lips twitch for a moment, Dorian finally burst into a roar of laughter.
    

    
      “Hahahaha! You idiot. How many eyes of ours are in this hotel? Do you think we didn't know what was going on here? And you have to pick your battles, not trust those kids. Tsk, tsk.”
    

    
      Dorian clicked his tongue in disdain.
    

    
      It was as if he could already see the outcome of this situation.
    

    
      Dorian leaned back against the sofa and crossed his legs.
    

    
      And he asked.
    

    
      “So. You’re not going to tell me where the Skull Mask is, are you? If you cooperate willingly, I might even spare you, for old times' sake.”
    

    
      Luis's lips were tightly sealed.
    

    
      That stubbornness of his was still there, he thought.
    

    
      Thinking that, Dorian gave a command in a cold tone.
    

    
      “Get him.”
    

    
      The assassins of Blood behind him rushed Luis all at once.
    

    
      Swaaeek!
    

    
      The Cult's sorcery could open a target’s head and extract the information inside, regardless of the target’s will.
    

    
      So the assassins had already been told that as long as the head was intact, it didn't matter what happened to the rest of the body.
    

    
      Was that why there was no mercy in their weapons?
    

    
      Even as dozens of blades rained down on his neck and heart, Luis's eyes were still fixed on Dorian.
    

    
      And just as the thought, ‘Something is strange,’ subtly occurred to him as he looked at Luis.
    

    
      Luis’s hand moved.
    

    
      It removed the lid covering the dishes.
    

    
      “You have to see the room service.”
    

    
      “...!”
    

    
      “Enjoy your meal.”
    

    
      Jjjal-kak.
    

    
      Dorian, who discovered the light seeping out from under the lid, immediately screamed.
    

    
      “Everyone, cover your eyes!”
    

    
      But the explosion of a powerful flashbang had already engulfed everything in the room.
    

    
      A bright light like the sun. The shockwave that occurred immediately afterward turned into a gust of wind that swept through the surroundings.
    

    
      The only one who remained sane in this situation was Dorian, who had seen the precursor to the flashbang right in front of him.
    

    
      The others had not yet recovered from the shock and confusion of the sudden flashbang, but Dorian, who had been prepared, could see Luis’s back as he was leaving the room through the blinding white light.
    

    
      “He's escaping, you fools! Catch him now!”
    

    
      A group of men with weapons came pouring out of the suite.
    

    
      Down the hotel corridor, covered with red carpeting, ran the hotelier with assassins chasing behind him.
    

    
      An unexpected commotion.
    

    
      A few guests came out into the corridor but fell, spraying blood, from the swinging blades.
    

    
      “Kyahhh!”
    

    
      “Ugh, uwaaah!”
    

    
      “What! What’s going on!”
    

    
      “Shut up, you bastards. If you don't want to die, close your doors and stay cooped up in your rooms.”
    

    
      When he growled with killing intent, the man who had been so bold immediately cowered and closed his door.
    

    
      Dorian grabbed one of his subordinates.
    

    
      “You go down and seal off the hotel.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      Now that Luis's plan to save Parnaci's daughter had failed, his top priority would be to escape.
    

    
      But just because he had escaped the room by detonating a flashbang was no reason to be relieved.
    

    
      This Ladrier Hotel belonged to the Cult anyway.
    

    
      Most of the staff were the Cult's pawns, and if they sealed off the hotel, Luis would be like a rat in a trap. This meant that escaping the room was not the end.
    

    
      The only variable would be the royal elite, such as the Central Knights or the Special Magic Corps, who would respond to this news.
    

    
      ‘I heard the higher-ups are too busy protecting VIPs.’
    

    
      Dorian's calculation was that they wouldn't pay attention to something in the outskirts of the capital for a day. 
    

    
      Even if reinforcements were to come, it wouldn't be until tomorrow.
    

    
      ‘Then there’s only one thing to worry about.’
    

    
      Just then, two people, who only appeared after the situation had started, showed up.
    

    
      Bishop Laitna and High Cleric Vallary slowly approached Dorian and asked.
    

    
      “Yawn. I was sleeping so well, what is all this commotion?”
    

    
      “Luis showed up.”
    

    
      “Who’s that?”
    

    
      Laitna put her index finger to her lips and tilted her head.
    

    
      Dorian barely managed to suppress the urge to hit her with his axe.
    

    
      “He's our target, you moron.”
    

    
      “What? Did you just call me a moron?”
    

    
      “Enough. Go downstairs and deal with Chaser Idna. He’ll show up soon and interfere with us.”
    

    
      As soon as he finished his words, screams and the sounds of combat were heard from the floor below.
    

    
      Afterward, Grand Cleric Margo, who had just gone downstairs, came back up at a fast pace, his face pale.
    

    
      “It's Chaser Idna! You have to go down and deal with him quickly….”
    

    
      “Oh, really? Let’s go down, brother!”
    

    
      Laitna, as if she had never been angry, grabbed Vallary’s arm and hurried them along.
    

    
      Her face was already glistening with anticipation and greed over what kind of undead she would make from Chaser Idna's corpse.
    

    
      “Let's go too.”
    

    
      Dorian and Margo also followed the two siblings downstairs.
    

    
      Soon, the hotel’s top floor where they had been was engulfed in a heavy silence.
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      Deol-keong.
    

    
      A rustling sound came from somewhere.
    

    
      The source of the sound was the empty suite, which the owner Dorian and the assassins had all left.
    

    
      Had someone remained?
    

    
      But there was no one in the room, not even a shadow.
    

    
      Deol-keong!
    

    
      Then, the dining table, left alone in the suite, rattled from side to side once more.
    

    
      The sound was coming from the dining table, from inside it.
    

    
      Deol-keong.
    

    
      Kkiiiiik!
    

    
      The storage compartment under the table opened wide.
    

    
      And a black shadow popped out from inside.
    

    
      “Damn it! I thought I was going to suffocate to death!”
    

    
      The true identity of it was none other than Dayle.
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      Chapter 159: Outbreak (4)
    

    
      Luis’s plan was as follows.
    

    
      Disguise himself as a hotelier and secretly place the table where Dayle was hidden right in the enemies' heart.
    

    
      After that, he would intentionally expose his identity to draw all of their aggro toward himself. He had to do this naturally, without giving it away too much.
    

    
      Once Luis successfully attracted all the attention and led the enemies away, Dayle, who was in hiding, would use the opportunity to come out and escape with Jaygie.
    

    
      This was the overall framework of the plan Luis had devised.
    

    
      Of course, the plan was almost derailed from the start when he unexpectedly discovered the identity of the traitor, Dorian, but Luis instead used this to his advantage to resolve the situation. 
    

    
      It was a moment where Luis’s coolheadedness and resourcefulness shone.
    

    
      If this were the usual Dayle, he would have been gushing with admiration, but unfortunately, Dayle was hunched over like a shrimp under the table, enduring a painful time.
    

    
      ‘Ugh… How much longer are you gonna talk, Luisss! My back’s gonna breakk──!’
    

    
      He stifled his groans and boiling frustration with the utmost patience. 
    

    
      Perhaps as a reward for his effort, the enemies, without sensing anything amiss, were all drawn away by Luis and left the room.
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      The outside was completely silent. 
    

    
      But since he couldn’t be too careful, Dayle checked to make sure the room was empty using a newly invented artifact. 
    

    
      Only after confirming that no one was there could he escape from the room of time and mind that had constricted his body.
    

    
      “This is a pain in the ass.”
    

    
      Even getting out was a chore. 
    

    
      He stretched his body straight, which had been crammed into a tight space. 
    

    
      His stiff bones popped with a cracking sound, giving Dayle a mad rush of simultaneous relief and pleasure.
    

    
      “Phew. Five more minutes and I’d have become one with that cabinet.”
    

    
      He rolled his shoulders and quickly loosened up his body, then immediately checked his gear. There was no time to waste.
    

    
      He had to get Jaygie out quickly so Luis, who was distracting the enemies, could escape safely too.
    

    
      ‘Even with the Frey Academy guys and Clatter that Rachel mentioned, it's better to get out of here fast.’
    

    
      In any case, the power analysis was already complete. 
    

    
      Everyone in Shadow had already predicted that the longer the time was drawn out, the more disadvantageous it would be for them and the Academy. 
    

    
      No, considering Dorian’s attitude, who made light of them even knowing that Frey Academy’s Professor Chaser Idna was there, it was probably safe to assume that a head-on fight would result in a loss.
    

    
      ‘That Laitna or whatever, and her brother, must be really strong, huh?’
    

    
      Well, even then, they can’t beat the boss, he mumbled to himself as he approached the entrance.
    

    
      The hallway was quiet, save for the sound of someone sobbing. 
    

    
      Dayle concentrated his hearing on the hallway while wiggling his finger. 
    

    
      An invisible thread of mana moved, and a round object floating in the air of the room followed Dayle's will and went out into the hallway.
    

    
      ‘Third Eye.’
    

    
      This was Dayle's new invention. 
    

    
      He had created it to compensate for his lack of thievery skills. 
    

    
      It was an artifact that shared senses with its owner.
    

    
      In a way, its function was similar to the spirit Sylph or the spider familiar Peter that Gerard had. 
    

    
      In fact, he had the idea to create it based on Gerard's advice.
    

    
      What made it different was that while spirits or familiars could be detected by the sharp perception of a knight or the detection magic of a high-ranking mage, this ‘Third Eye’ was a tool that could evade their senses.
    

    
      He had grafted the skin of a monster called a ‘Geto,’ which had concealment abilities that were comparable to Shadow’s stealth techniques, though not quite on the same level.
    

    
      ‘Hallway’s clear.’
    

    
      From the Third Eye’s view, the hallway was empty, except for a fallen person and a woman who appeared to be their lover. 
    

    
      It seemed they had been unlucky and were caught by the enemies when they opened the door. 
    

    
      It was a pity, but Dayle’s eyes remained cold.
    

    
      He stepped out into the hallway.
    

    
      ‘The last room on the right.’
    

    
      Recalling Dorian's words, Dayle immediately ran to that room. Unit 810.
    

    
      “This must be it.”
    

    
      Unfortunately, he couldn't check the inside. 
    

    
      Someone could be guarding it, or he could be ambushed the moment he opened the door, so Dayle took out a musket and knocked on the door with its barrel.
    

    
      Thump! Thump!
    

    
      There was no response.
    

    
      ‘Is no one inside?’
    

    
      He turned the doorknob, and it was locked. 
    

    
      Dayle concentrated mana in his right eye, which was not covered by an eye patch. 
    

    
      Blue light dwelled in his enchanted eye, and lines and patterns that were not visible before came into his sight. The entire wall surrounding the entrance was stained black.
    

    
      The knowledge stored in his mind instantly analyzed the information obtained from his mana-seeing eyes and provided an answer. 
    

    
      A sealing array. 
    

    
      It was accompanied by the aura of death, but the primary power source for the patterns was mana. If he had tried to force it open, he would have surely been caught.
    

    
      Fortunately, Dayle had a way around it. His left eye, which was covered by an eye patch. 
    

    
      When he took off the eye patch, a purple pupil, as if studded with amethyst, shimmered.
    

    
      In the distant past, the demon Mamung was more frightening than a great demon and was recognized as the grim reaper of terror to mages, as he could manipulate mana, which was the fundamental force of the world, with his will. 
    

    
      His power now transcended time and was once again realized here by Dayle.
    

    
      By Dayle’s will, the rules of the sealing array drawn on the door were instantly transformed and moved. 
    

    
      The destination for the forced displacement was the ceiling.
    

    
      Grrr…
    

    
      As Dayle lifted his head, the array blocking the door slowly moved upward, following his gaze. 
    

    
      The black lines attached to the wall held onto the array like tough ropes, but it was futile. 
    

    
      The overwhelming demonic power completely severed the will of the initial caster and safely moved the sealing array to the ceiling.
    

    
      “Damn it. Is it because it’s my first time in a real fight? My eyes are going to pop out.”
    

    
      Massaging his eyes with his palm, Dayle turned the doorknob. 
    

    
      With a click, the door, which had not budged a moment ago, opened and revealed the interior.
    

    
      Dayle went inside. 
    

    
      He was about to put the eye patch back on but then shook his head. 
    

    
      He didn’t know when he would have to use his ability again. 
    

    
      In a moment of crisis, there wouldn’t even be time to take off the eye patch, so he just put it in his pocket and took out another musket instead.
    

    
      Holding two muskets, Dayle scanned the wide suite, wary of enemies who could appear at any moment. 
    

    
      When he reached the bedroom, he found the person he had been looking for.
    

    
      “Jenji!”
    

    
      “Mmm! Mmm!”
    

    
      Dayle immediately ran over and tore off the tape that was covering Jaygie’s mouth.
    

    
      “It’s Jaygie.”
    

    
      “Huh? What is?”
    

    
      “My name is Jaygie, not Jenji.”
    

    
      Is that important right now? Dayle was momentarily dumbfounded, but he quickly shook his head and reminded himself of his next objective. 
    

    
      Now, all he had to do was take Jaygie and escape the hotel and signal Luis, and his job would be over.
    

    
      ‘That’s it. It’s over.’
    

    
      In reality, the moment he secured Jaygie, the mission was halfway to success. 
    

    
      That was why Dayle was so excited.
    

    
      To succeed at this difficult task that he thought was impossible and without the boss! 
    

    
      Just as Dayle was excitedly thinking about telling Gerard, who would return tomorrow, his tale of heroism and quickly untying Jaygie, his expression hardened with coldness.
    

    
      Tremble.
    

    
      Dayle lifted his head and looked at Jaygie. 
    

    
      Her mouth was covered as she trembled. 
    

    
      Her eyes were not looking at Dayle, but at something over his shoulder.
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      Is there something behind me? 
    

    
      At the same time, Dayle had a question. 
    

    
      He had positioned the 'Third Eye' at the entrance in case of this.
    

    
      ‘But why didn’t the Third Eye see it?’
    

    
      He decided to put that question aside for now. 
    

    
      Dayle smiled faintly and placed his hand on Jaygie’s head.
    

    
      “It’s okay. Your big brother will take care of it, so just wait a little.”
    

    
      Dayle then turned around. 
    

    
      He faced the enemy with the attitude of ‘Let’s see who came here to die,’ and a man in a long coat stood there.
    

    
      But his condition was a little strange. 
    

    
      His hair was stuck together like seaweed, and his skin was pale. His expression was lifeless, and now that he looked, there was a hole in his shirt under his coat, revealing the wallpaper on the wall behind him.
    

    
      ‘A zombie?’
    

    
      No.
    

    
      A zombie wouldn’t be dripping with such sticky death energy.
    

    
      Just then, the man’s clothing caught his eye. 
    

    
      The leather coat, though discolored with age, still had an emblem that symbolized a knight and from under the coat's hem, a sword protruded.
    

    
      “No way…”
    

    
      When he put all of this together, the identity of the being in front of him was singular.
    

    
      “A Death Knight?”
    

    
      As Dayle’s expression contorted in horror, a flash of light flickered from the Death Knight’s waist.
    

    
      Swoosh──!
    

    
      ***
    

    
      When Luis set off a flashbang and fled, and Blood's assassins chased after him, the Ladrier Hotel was thrown into an unexpected state of chaos.
    

    
      Crash!
    

    
      “W-what is it, who are you people!”
    

    
      “Shut up.”
    

    
      Stab!
    

    
      “A-aah!”
    

    
      The assassins had no qualms. 
    

    
      They were originally active in Karagas, a lawless land. 
    

    
      Whether their opponent was rich or had a high social standing, it posed no threat to them.
    

    
      Only money. 
    

    
      Blood's method was to not care about anything as long as it was for money, whether it was kidnapping, torture, or cutting off limbs. 
    

    
      Their vicious methods were no different here. 
    

    
      The men in hotelier uniforms had their Achilles’ tendons cut as soon as they were caught. 
    

    
      Then, to check their face mask, they would slice off the skin of their face, and if it wasn’t Luis, they would just move them into a corner. 
    

    
      If anyone got in the way during this process, they would use their weapons rather than words.
    

    
      The person who stood in their way was Luis, who couldn't stand their cruel methods. 
    

    
      Luis, who had already drawn his sword, blocked an assassin’s blade who was about to kill a citizen and shouted.
    

    
      “Now!”
    

    
      Bang!
    

    
      The door to a room was shattered, and an arm suddenly shot out from inside, gripping the assassin’s neck and twisting it.
    

    
      Crack
    

    
      The sound was so loud that the assassins stopped and stared at the spot. 
    

    
      With all eyes on him, a silhouette slowly walked out. 
    

    
      It was Clatter, who had been waiting for Luis’s signal inside the room.
    

    
      Clatter threw the assassin's corpse in his hand at his colleagues.
    

    
      Thump!
    

    
      That was the beginning.
    

    
      “Kill them all.”
    

    
      The assassins rushed them. 
    

    
      A fierce battle unfolded. 
    

    
      To make matters worse, with the addition of the Darkness Council clerics who were hiding inside the hotel, Luis and Clatter were almost lost in the pouring crowd.
    

    
      That’s when Chaser Idna, who had sensed the unusual atmosphere and quickly came up to the floor, appeared.
    

    
      “These vile….”
    

    
      His small, squinted eyes landed on the corpses scattered across the hallway.
    

    
      There were ordinary citizens, but most of them were hotel employees in uniform. 
    

    
      They must have suffered this horrific fate trying to stop these villains who were causing a disturbance. 
    

    
      With this misunderstanding, the hotelier who was fiercely fighting the enemies caught Chaser’s eye.
    

    
      It was, of course, Luis, and Luis’s eyes met him for a brief moment.
    

    
      ‘He’s here.’
    

    
      Chaser held two swords in his hands. 
    

    
      It no longer mattered whether they were the enemies who had attacked the Academy. 
    

    
      They were undoubtedly villains who had committed gruesome murders against innocent civilians, and Chaser Idna had the authority to deliver a summary judgment on villains based on his own discretion and he had the power to do so.
    

    
      Soon, the Frey Academy heroes, who had followed him up to the floor, arrived. 
    

    
      It was then that a cold command was given from Chaser’s lips.
    

    
      “Hero cadets, annihilate all the enemies in front of you.”
    

    
      “Yes!”
    

    
      As the Academy’s investigation team joined the fray, the combined forces of the Darkness Council and Blood faltered greatly. 
    

    
      Especially with the brilliant performance of Chaser Idna and Clatter, who was disguised as a wandering knight, the enemies were swept away like autumn leaves.
    

    
      By the time Margo, who had come down late, realized the disadvantage of the situation and immediately went up to bring down Bishop Laitna and Dorian, half of the cult’s forces had already been wiped out.
    

    
      The battle entered a brief lull. Chaser had the cadets retreat the moment he saw them, especially Bishop Laitna.
    

    
      Luis and Clatter also naturally joined the Academy's investigation team and moved back. 
    

    
      The two groups, standing on opposite sides of the hallway, faced off against each other.
    

    
      “Are you alright?”
    

    
      Luis turned his eyes at the sudden whisper. 
    

    
      Chaser was standing there.
    

    
      “You both fought very well. Especially… this wandering knight here.”
    

    
      Chaser looked at Clatter.
    

    
      “If you don't mind, may I ask for your name?”
    

    
      Clatter shook his head. 
    

    
      One might have been disappointed by his firm attitude, but Chaser simply smiled.
    

    
      “Well, I suppose this is no time for leisurely introductions. Understood. Leave it to us from here on, and you two should go somewhere safe. You have worked hard.”
    

    
      “Is that alright?”
    

    
      “Of course. It is our duty to protect you.”
    

    
      Luis moved to the back with Clatter, where the stairs were. 
    

    
      If they left the hotel now and went to the meeting place, the mission would be a great success.
    

    
      All the key targets were here, and by now, Dayle, who had rescued Jaygie without any trouble, would be at the rendezvous point.
    

    
      He thought so. 
    

    
      Until he made eye contact with Dorian at the end of the hallway.
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      Dorian was smiling.
    

    
      ‘Why?’
    

    
      Their goal was to capture him from the beginning. 
    

    
      To root out Shadow.
    

    
      But they didn't seem to be in a hurry even as he was leaving. 
    

    
      They were watching and smiling with a leisurely attitude.
    

    
      ‘Why?’
    

    
      An uneasy feeling held him back. The plan was supposed to have no flaws. A variable?
    

    
      ‘I even prepared for that as much as possible…’
    

    
      Just then, Luis’s gaze, which was casually scanning the faces of the enemies, stopped at one point. 
    

    
      There was a man who had maintained a blank expression from the very beginning: High Cleric Vallary.
    

    
      At the same time, the information about him that Rachel had brought flashed in Luis’s mind.
    

    
      ‘He’s known as an eccentric who refused a bishop’s seat in the Death Council, but everything else about him is shrouded in mystery.’
    

    
      A sense of foreboding suddenly ran down his spine. Oh, no way.
    

    
      Before he knew it, Luis was running up to the top floor where Dayle was, not to the lobby.
    

    
      Pitter-patter!
    

    
      He, Dayle, was in danger.
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      Luis ran. Clatter followed him.
    

    
      At the top floor of the Ladrier Hotel, Luis reached the luxurious hallway with its red carpet and ran directly to the room at the opposite end.
    

    
      Room 808.
    

    
      It was the room where Jaygie was supposedly locked up.
    

    
      Was Dayle still inside? Or had he safely escaped with Jaygie?
    

    
      ‘I hope it was just a needless worry.’
    

    
      But as if to mock his hope, a scream immediately tore through the hallway.
    

    
      Aaaaaaah──!
    

    
      It was unmistakably Jaygie’s. 
    

    
      Luis accelerated his run.
    

    
      Even the composed Luis felt his heart sink at that moment.
    

    
      What happened to the two of them? 
    

    
      Were Dayle and Jaygie alright?
    

    
      His mind was a mess with growing anxiety. 
    

    
      All his nerves and senses were focused there, and because his field of vision had narrowed, Luis didn't notice the attack that suddenly came from the side and allowed it to hit him.
    

    
      “Day… Ugh!”
    

    
      Luis, who was just about to call out to Dayle and was passing through the center of the hallway, was thrown by the impact, piercing through the wall and getting stuck inside it.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “Huff! Huff!”
    

    
      Dayle was gasping for breath. 
    

    
      The reason he was able to evade the Death Knight’s first strike was purely thanks to his consistent efforts.
    

    
      Dayle had made many and varied efforts to achieve his goal of rebuilding Shadow and to become a vital part of that project, and one of them was sparring. 
    

    
      Dayle was lacking in combat ability in many ways, and he considered it his weakness. 
    

    
      So, he would occasionally get guidance from Clatter and Luis to improve his real-world combat experience and instincts, and this effort had paid off, saving his life just moments ago.
    

    
      The moment he felt danger, his instincts made him step back, and that split-second judgment made the death-energy-infused blade miss him.
    

    
      “Aaaaah!”
    

    
      …Although, Jaygie, who saw it from behind, seemed to have already concluded in her mind that Dayle's neck had been cut off.
    

    
      “I-it’s okay! I’m fine. Haa. Huff!”
    

    
      Anyway, Dayle, who barely managed to avoid the blade and fell back onto the bed, touched his neck with his sleeve. 
    

    
      Thick blood stained the sleeve, and a sharp pain was felt in his neck. 
    

    
      Although he avoided the blade itself, the death energy surrounding it had torn his skin.
    

    
      The moment he saw the blood, Dayle froze. 
    

    
      He was overwhelmed by the fear of death, of almost having his neck cut off, and the death energy and immense pressure emanating from the Death Knight.
    

    
      In the Death Knight's hand, the Third Eye was crushed. 
    

    
      The remnants seemed to show him his own future.
    

    
      Gulp.
    

    
      Dayle was able to regain his composure thanks to Luis's voice, which he vaguely heard from the outside. 
    

    
      Although it was buried by the sound of something collapsing that followed, it was definitely Luis’s voice from the hallway.
    

    
      “Luis!”
    

    
      There was no answer. 
    

    
      Just like him, had something happened there as well?
    

    
      Dayle gritted his teeth. 
    

    
      To check the situation outside and to safely get Jaygie out, he had to first get rid of the Death Knight blocking his way.
    

    
      His two wide-open eyes gleamed with different lights. 
    

    
      The mana flowing around him was twisted by Dayle's will without fail, and the destination of that twisted flow was the musket in his right hand. 
    

    
      As he poured all the mana into it, the two magic formations on the barrel began to emit a strange heat with a blue glow.
    

    
      [Mana Charge]
    

    
      [Target Weakness]
    

    
      Wiiiing──
    

    
      A haze rose from the heated barrel. 
    

    
      Mana condensed around the musket. 
    

    
      Sensing the unusual aura, the Death Knight immediately prepared its next attack, but.
    

    
      Wiiiiiing!
    

    
      The charged barrel was aimed at the Death Knight first. Dayle pulled the trigger.
    

    
      Bang!
    

    
      With a shot, the fired mana bullet tore through the air, aiming for the Death Knight's forehead.
    

    
      Shhhwiiing!
    

    
      However, the Death Knight dodged it with a slight tilt of its head.
    

    
      It didn’t matter. 
    

    
      He never expected to be able to neutralize the Death Knight with a single shot anyway. 
    

    
      Like flowing water, Dayle was already moving on to his next action.
    

    
      This time, it was his other hand. 
    

    
      He changed the mana flow, charged mana into the musket in his left hand, and aimed for the weakness and fired again.
    

    
      Bang!
    

    
      Next, he raised the musket in his right hand, charged mana, and aimed.
    

    
      Bang!
    

    
      Then again, the musket in his left hand with mana charged, aimed.
    

    
      Bang!
    

    
      And the other side again.
    

    
      Bang!
    

    
      This process repeated infinitely.
    

    
      Dudududududuu──!
    

    
      Blue flames burst out madly. 
    

    
      At first, the Death Knight was dodging with minimal movements, but eventually, with the fourth mana bullet, it was forced to raise its sword.
    

    
      K-k-k-klang!
    

    
      As the bullets rained down like a storm of projectiles, the Death Knight swung its sword furiously.
    

    
      “Dieee!”
    

    
      Dayle shouted with a look of pure exasperation. 
    

    
      The sight of the Death Knight, with a dry expression, deflecting all the mana bullet volleys aimed at its head, truly made it look like a monster.
    

    
      No. That thing was a monster with infinite stamina that never got tired. 
    

    
      On the other hand, he was a human with a limited amount of mental power. 
    

    
      The longer this went on, the more disadvantageous it would be for him. 
    

    
      He had to make a decision.
    

    
      Just then, Jaygie, who was curled up like a shrimp at the head of the bed, trembling, came into Dayle’s sight. 
    

    
      Thanks to him tying up the Death Knight with a flurry of mana bullets from the start, she hadn't suffered any direct harm yet, but as he said, Dayle’s mental power was not infinite. 
    

    
      Even now, his eyes felt like they were about to pop out, and if his mana supply was cut off, the Death Knight’s attack would resume and, the next attack would surely end his life.
    

    
      ‘Yeah, I admit it. With the abilities I have right now, I can’t even begin to stop this damn Death Knight, let alone defeat it.’
    

    
      The moment the Death Knight appeared, his mission to rescue Jaygie had as good as failed. 
    

    
      In the current situation, he couldn’t even guess if he could escape alone, let alone with Jaygie. 
    

    
      However──,
    

    
      ‘I may have failed, but that doesn’t mean the mission has failed.’
    

    
      Dayle’s eyes, even in this tragic situation, still burned brightly, like the flame bursting from the musket barrels in his hands.
    

    
      Dayle stopped pulling the trigger like a madman. 
    

    
      He stopped the barrage and immediately crossed the barrels of the two muskets in his hands in an ‘X’.
    

    
      To his surprise, the patterns at the intersection of the barrels connected to form a new magic formation. 
    

    
      That magic formation was, [Attribute Imbuement - Great Explosion]
    

    
      He looked ahead, and as expected, the Death Knight charged at him the moment the barrage stopped.
    

    
      Dayle aimed the crossed barrels. 
    

    
      Not at the Death Knight charging at him. But at the floor.
    

    
      Click!
    

    
      And he spoke softly to her, Jaygie, who was behind him.
    

    
      “Get out. Luis will be waiting for you.”
    

    
      At the same time, he pulled the triggers of both muskets with all his might.
    

    
      Baaaang──!
    

    
      The explosive flame from the crossed barrels created a large hole in the floor. 
    

    
      The floor sank, and the resulting sinkhole instantly swallowed everything on it.
    

    
      Rumble...
    

    
      When Jaygie, who was trembling on the bed, raised her head, the threatening Death Knight was no longer in front of her. 
    

    
      Nor was Dayle's dependable back.
    

    
      Only a pitch-black abyss with no clear end opened its mouth.
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      Clink-
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      What was that?
    

    
      “What’s wrong, Gerard?”
    

    
      “Oh, sorry. Just a second. I dropped something.”
    

    
      I bent down and picked up what had just fallen to the floor.
    

    
      It was a gold coin. 
    

    
      It wasn't gold, the common currency of the Empire, but an artifact beautifully engraved with a crescent moon, looking more like a work of art.
    

    
      Its name was Eclipse. 
    

    
      It was an object made by Dayle and had become the new symbol of Shadow by my command.
    

    
      ‘Why did it suddenly fall? It was tied to my belt, so it shouldn't have fallen off.’
    

    
      I was tilting my head at it when I heard a voice calling me again.
    

    
      “I don’t know what it is, but if it’s not important, hurry up. It’s time.”
    

    
      I looked at him.
    

    
      “Is it already that time?”
    

    
      “It is.”
    

    
      Now that I thought about it, a loud engine sound was already coming from all around.
    

    
      “Let’s go.”
    

    
      I nodded and followed him. As I walked, I thought.
    

    
      ‘Nothing bad will happen, right?’
    

    
      Well, it won't. Because Luis is there, in Icata.
    

    
      ‘I can rest easy with that guy there.’
    

    
      I put Eclipse in my pocket and walked with a light heart.
    

    
      It hadn't been that long since we parted, but I already missed them.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Luis shook his head from the vibrations of the explosion. 
    

    
      Having been ambushed in the hallway and thrown through a wall, he was now lying in an empty guest room.
    

    
      He lifted his head. 
    

    
      In front of him was a hole in the wall, clearly made by his body. 
    

    
      Although the inside was filled with debris that had fallen from above, he could easily guess that the hallway was just beyond that wall.
    

    
      He shook his head, and a shower of stone dust that had piled up on him fell away and blood, too.
    

    
      “Ugh.”
    

    
      As he tried to get up, his body cried out in pain. 
    

    
      The side of his body where he was first ambushed ached especially.
    

    
      His ribs seemed to be broken. 
    

    
      He looked down and saw that his white hotelier vest was tattered, and the exposed skin was covered in a terrible bruise. 
    

    
      The injury looked as if he had been struck with a massive, hard metal club.
    

    
      And soon, Luis met the culprit who had put his body in this state.
    

    
      “What? I thought you’d be sleeping on the floor, but you’re awake?”
    

    
      Dorian came in through the open door, looking at Luis with curiosity.
    

    
      “Is it because of that explosion earlier?”
    

    
      He scratched his beard and then suddenly chuckled.
    

    
      “It doesn’t matter anyway.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “So. Can you get up? If it’s too hard, just sit.”
    

    
      Dorian looked around and plopped down in a chair. 
    

    
      He then took out a hip flask from his pocket and brought it to his lips.
    

    
      “Ugh. This vodka tastes good. Vodka is the best, isn’t it? What do you think?”
    

    
      “…What are you up to?”
    

    
      Dorian let out a cynical laugh.
    

    
      “What am I up to? Nothing. I just want to talk. Aren’t we close enough for that? We used to eat from the same pot, you know. And it’s just the two of us here anyway, isn’t it?”
    

    
      Now that he mentioned it, he didn't see Clatter, who had come up with him. He should have come to save Luis by now.
    

    
      ‘Are they fighting…?’
    

    
      Just as Luis had been ambushed by Dorian, there was no guarantee that Clatter wouldn't be as well. 
    

    
      After all, this was their home ground.
    

    
      And his prediction was exactly right.
    

    
      “Your companion who came up with you is fighting my companion outside. You saw him earlier, didn’t you? That tall, gloomy-looking, quiet pervert. He’s pretty strong, aside from the fact that he’s a lunatic who has a crush on his younger sister.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “Or is he? Seeing that he commands two Death Knights, maybe he’s not just ‘pretty strong’ but definitely strong? Anyway.”
    

    
      Dorian shrugged and continued.
    

    
      “That diversion you used to save the girl was pretty good, you know? If it weren’t for Vallary, we would have been completely fooled. Heh heh.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “Looking back, it was weird, right? It’s not like you, a guy even my master acknowledged, to make such a sloppy mistake. Huh?”
    

    
      Luis’s face darkened. 
    

    
      From what he heard, High Cleric Vallary, who was not in his intel, was a much more dangerous person than he thought.
    

    
      ‘Two Death Knights…’
    

    
      The rumor that he was an eccentric who refused a bishop’s seat didn’t seem to be an exaggeration at all. 
    

    
      If so, it was possible that Dayle was also in trouble…
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      He suddenly remembered the loud explosion that had just shaken the entire floor.
    

    
      “So. What do you want to talk about?”
    

    
      Luis got up. His entire body screamed in protest, but he didn't show it.
    

    
      His mind was now completely filled with Dayle’s safety.
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      “I told you. Let's just talk.”
    

    
      Dorian spread his arms and shrugged.
    

    
      “How far have you mastered the Imitation Art?”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “You must have learned everything from the master, right? That man did especially favor you.”
    

    
      Though he called him 'master,' I could tell it was a reluctant, formal title.
    

    
      This was because the respect and admiration that should naturally be contained within the word 'master' were nowhere to be seen in Dorian's attitude.
    

    
      “Enough with the games.”
    

    
      I drew my sword.
    

    
      “I've known for a long time that you have an inferiority complex towards me, Hajin.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “Were you dissatisfied that I was chosen over you in the Successor Examination? Is that why you're doing this now? Is that why you betrayed us?”
    

    
      Dorian stared at me for a moment without a word.
    

    
      A heavy silence.
    

    
      Then, he raised one corner of his mouth, sealed the flask he was holding, and put it away.
    

    
      “Well, to be honest, it's true that thinking about it back then sometimes makes me feel like shit.”
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “Ha, fuck. Are you asking because you don't know?”
    

    
      Dorian snickered.
    

    
      “You know how hard I worked to be acknowledged by the master, don't you? A whole 5 years, 5 years! I busted my ass for 2 years just to become his disciple, and dedicated another 3 to become his successor. But what? Instead of me, who worked like a dog for Shadow for 5 years, he chooses a bastard who hasn't even been here for half a year? Are you kidding me?”
    

    
      Gradually, the smile on Dorian's lips twisted into a distorted hatred.
    

    
      “Hehe. So even if your mouth is crooked, speak straight. I wasn't the one who betrayed first. You guys betrayed me first.”
    

    
      “The Successor Examination was fair. You lost to me that day.”
    

    
      “No, if it had gone to the end, I would've won.”
    

    
      “What do you mean by the end? The death of one of us?”
    

    
      Dorian nodded.
    

    
      “Isn't that obvious? It was a place to evaluate martial strength in the first place. Hehe. And even if not for that, I could have easily beaten you. If only the master hadn't interfered.”
    

    
      “You used a killing move on me that day. Harming a comrade goes against Shadow's regulations. That is the decisive reason you were dropped from the Successor Examination.”
    

    
      “Then fuck, the examination was flawed from the start. In an examination to evaluate martial strength, you might hurt the opponent a little. Isn't that right? No matter how I think about it, I was just used and thrown away by Shadow.”
    

    
      Dorian consistently justified his betrayal of Shadow with that warped attitude.
    

    
      But he had another, true purpose for betraying Shadow.
    

    
      The vision I was learning was precisely that.
    

    
      “So how far have you mastered the Imitation Art? By now, you should be able to use Spatial Imitation, right? Don't tell me you can make Clones too?”
    

    
      Imitation Art.
    

    
      It was the identity of the First Seat, Yugen and the advanced vision that represented him.
    

    
      Only then did I realize what Dorian's objective was.
    

    
      From long ago, Dorian, or rather Hajin, had wanted to obtain great power.
    

    
      And by power, I don't mean influence, money, class, or status, but literal martial strength.
    

    
      The power to not yield to any coercion.
    

    
      The day I first met Hajin after being brought into Shadow by Yugen, a young Hajin had proudly told me about it.
    

    
      ‘He had definitely said that was the reason he joined Shadow.’
    

    
      At that time, Shadow, which ruled the nights of Icata, was the perfect background for Hajin to achieve his dream.
    

    
      “So you were after that after all?”
    

    
      “Well, there's that.”
    

    
      When I asked, Dorian readily admitted it.
    

    
      “Why? After working like a dog for 5 years, shouldn't I be allowed to want that much?”
    

    
      I furrowed my brow.
    

    
      “Imitation Art is a vision on a different track from the power you want. It's closer to deception, a mirage, or an illusion. It's not a technique that makes you stronger or lets you subdue powerful enemies, and it's certainly not a technique for killing people.”
    

    
      “That depends on who's using it. I saw it. I saw that man brutally slaughter nearly ten villains. Would you believe me if I said a World Public Enemy-grade villain was among them?”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “Besides, why isn't it a technique for subduing powerful enemies? Think about it. You imitate a close friend to get near, then kill them when their guard is down. Kya. What more effective and superior killing technique is there?”
    

    
      “Have you never considered that might be the reason the master didn't choose you as his successor?”
    

    
      “Hmph. Seeing you still spouting such bullshit, it seems you've never even properly used the Imitation Art.”
    

    
      My lips pressed tightly together.
    

    
      He wasn't wrong.
    

    
      All I had ever used in a real situation was the Disguise Art, creating and wearing a Face Mask and mimicking another's style and aura.
    

    
      From the fall of Shadow until now, as I rose from hiding for the Academy operation.
    

    
      I had never once used the Imitation Art.
    

    
      “That thing you're wearing now is also just a shell made of animal hide.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “Why don't you use the Imitation Art? Don't tell me that rumor about most of the secret tomes being lost when you went bankrupt is true?”
    

    
      As I said nothing, Dorian stared at me quietly before letting out a sigh.
    

    
      “Goddammit. Then I've just been wasting my time.”
    

    
      Dorian, who had stood up, untied the chain from his waist.
    

    
      Chwararak-
    

    
      The length of the revealed iron chain appeared to be a full 4 meters.
    

    
      Furthermore, different weapons were attached to each end; one end was connected to a handaxe that looked like a scaled-down version of a battleaxe and the other had a chunk of iron that looked heavy at a glance.
    

    
      It was Dorian's exclusive weapon, named the Chain Axe.
    

    
      “I'll let you know why that examination was flawed, shall I? Hm?”
    

    
      Dorian gripped the handaxe and, with his other hand, began to swing the chain with the iron weight. At that, I finally realized what had struck my side just moments ago.
    

    
      ‘It would be dangerous if it hit my head.’
    

    
      It wasn't just the head.
    

    
      Hearing that savage whoosh whoosh sound tearing through the air, it was clear that the first surprise attack was intentionally non-lethal, meant to extract information about the Imitation Art and other secret tomes.
    

    
      The moment that iron weight, glowing bluish with aura, struck a torso, the skin and muscle would be brutally crushed, and the bones within would surely be pulverized.
    

    
      The Chain Axe was a rare composite weapon, so much so that it was hard to find a user of it.
    

    
      Common people would be lucky to see one in their lifetime and the same went for knights who dedicated their lives to the sword.
    

    
      Occasionally, users would appear among mercenaries, but even there, they were treated as freaks.
    

    
      But that wasn't the case for me.
    

    
      In an instant, my vision flashed, and the iron weight rushed toward my brow.
    

    
      To me, standing farther away than the length of the chain, it looked as if the chain had stretched like taffy.
    

    
      However, I had experience with the Chain Axe before, so I swung my sword and blocked it.
    

    
      Kaang!
    

    
      In that moment, the iron weight bound my sword as if it had a will of its own. As Dorian pulled the chain in that state, I ended up letting go of my sword in vain.
    

    
      “How dull.”
    

    
      Dorian charged forward and swung his axe.
    

    
      It was the most basic combo of the Chain Axe, and having lost my sword and being cornered, I had no way to block or evade the assault.
    

    
      But.
    

    
      My expression was relaxed.
    

    
      Kaang!
    

    
      Suddenly, there was an axe in my hand, and I used it to block Dorian's axe.
    

    
      ‘That's…….’
    

    
      Dorian’s eyes glinted as he saw the axe that had suddenly appeared in my hand.
    

    
      ‘……That's definitely my handaxe, isn't it?’
    

    
      Just then, feeling a powerful presence at his temple, Dorian flicked his gaze to the side.
    

    
      And he couldn't help but widen his eyes.
    

    
      Because an iron weight of the exact same shape and size as his own weapon was flying right at his face.
    

    
      “Yikes!”
    

    
      Dorian quickly ducked his head. 
    

    
      The iron weight grazed the back of his head by a hair's breadth.
    

    
      He put some distance between us, but the iron weight was persistent.
    

    
      When I flicked my arm once, the chain rippled greatly, and the iron weight's trajectory bent at a right angle.
    

    
      With added acceleration from the recoil, it pursued him faster than he could retreat.
    

    
      In the end, Dorian had to change direction once more and retreat.
    

    
      I couldn't pursue further due to the chain's length, so I retracted the iron weight.
    

    
      It was a pity I couldn't inflict any damage, but it seemed to have been enough to instill a sense of alarm in him. 
    

    
      The look in Dorian's eyes as he looked at me was now very different from before.
    

    
      “……You bastard. You've mastered the Imitation Art.”
    

    
      “I never said I hadn't mastered it. I just didn't use it because I had no reason to.”
    

    
      Imitation Art.
    

    
      An advanced vision that allows one to replicate the appearance and characteristics of a target according to one's proficiency.
    

    
      The targets could be either people or objects.
    

    
      Imitation Art is a superior version of Disguise Art.
    

    
      Naturally, it has the distinct advantages of being faster to cast and providing a more perfect disguise than the labor-intensive Disguise Art.
    

    
      However, since it is literally an ‘imitation,’ there is a risk of being exposed if the real person is nearby.
    

    
      Also, being a vision that uses mana, it had the fatal flaw of being caught by detection magic.
    

    
      That's why I used the safer Disguise Art instead of the Imitation Art when entering the Academy.
    

    
      However, to Dorian, who didn't know these facts, it sounded like nothing more than a pun meant to mock him.
    

    
      So his anger flared up, but he barely managed to suppress it.
    

    
      Because if what I said was true, then contrary to the rumors, I must have the secret tome for the Imitation Art.
    

    
      ‘And maybe, he might even have the extreme secret vision, [Clone]...’
    

    
      For a moment, Dorian's eyes gleamed with intense desire.
    

    
      “Ha, this is insane. Why didn't you say so? If you had, I wouldn't have attacked and would have kindly proposed a deal.”
    

    
      “I would have refused.”
    

    
      “Even if I'd wagered that girl's life and yours?”
    

    
      “Still impossible. I cannot hand over Shadow's secret tomes to you.”
    

    
      Bastard. Still as stubborn as ever.
    

    
      Dorian swallowed a curse inwardly.
    

    
      “Then there's no choice. I'll have to ask the Cult to open up your head and find out.”
    

    
      “The Cult won't grant your request. They'll try to take it for themselves.”
    

    
      I knew that.
    

    
      That's why Dorian didn't want to use that method either.
    

    
      But.
    

    
      “It's easier than making your stubborn mouth open. Chaat!”
    

    
      Dorian's chain danced in the air.
    

    
      I also threw my iron weight to meet it.
    

    
      Kwaang!
    

    
      Kwang!
    

    
      It was as if two lesser dragons were slamming their thick bodies against each other in a power struggle.
    

    
      In that fight, the guest room was gouged and shattered here and there, gradually losing its form.
    

    
      Imitation Art.
    

    
      As I've said, this advanced vision isn't one that subdues opponents or grants great power.
    

    
      In reality, it's a technique far removed from combat.
    

    
      Of course, depending on its use, it could have its applications in combat, but it was undeniable that it had more utility in thievery.
    

    
      The Imitation Art imitated not only people but also objects.
    

    
      Furthermore, if this Imitation Art reached its peak, it would enter the realm of 'creation,' allowing one to imitate, that is, replicate, oneself or others at different spatial coordinates.
    

    
      That is the extreme secret vision, [Clone].
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      But I failed to learn [Clone].
    

    
      Before I could fully master the Imitation Art, the ‘Fall of the Moon’ occurred, and its impact caused the secret tomes to be lost, and [Clone] disappeared along with them.
    

    
      ‘It's probably in the royal palace's Vision Star Coffin.’
    

    
      How many of Shadow's secret tomes would be there if I went?
    

    
      My brow narrowed.
    

    
      I had to retrieve them all.
    

    
      Without a single one missing.
    

    
      Kwaang!
    

    
      That was why I could never die in a fight of this level.
    

    
      Kagagak……!
    

    
      I blocked the descending axe blade with my chain.
    

    
      Sparks flew in all directions.
    

    
      But after blocking about three times, my chain could no longer hold and snapped.
    

    
      A bluish aura shimmered on Dorian's axe.
    

    
      “Hehe.”
    

    
      His eyes were filled with desire and killing intent.
    

    
      Yet, even as I faced his momentum, my expression was as placid as a calm lake.
    

    
      [Imitation, Athlon Sword]
    

    
      The chain axe, now split in two. 
    

    
      The part where the iron weight had been emitted a light and instantly took a new form.
    

    
      A one-handed sword with a pointed tip, in the shape of a typical broadsword.
    

    
      I gripped it and swung.
    

    
      As if waiting for that moment, Dorian wrapped my sword with his chain.
    

    
      The corner of Dorian's mouth curved up.
    

    
      “Finally caught you.”
    

    
      “No. You're the one who's caught.”
    

    
      [Imitation, Knight's Rapier]
    

    
      Before I knew it, the other part of the severed chain axe, the handaxe, was also enveloped in a dazzling light.
    

    
      The shape of light stretched and lengthened in an instant like taffy, and in the blink of an eye, the transformed rapier flew towards Dorian's heart.
    

    
      A critical moment, the sharp tip of the sword about to pierce his chest.
    

    
      Taang!
    

    
      Dorian quickly spun his body to parry the rapier.
    

    
      Seeing me stagger back, Dorian laughed.
    

    
      “For a ruined thief who can't even use aura, you're holding up pretty well, aren't you? You're definitely not someone to be taken lightly.”
    

    
      Acting all relaxed, he once again swung his chain and rushed at me.
    

    
      But for some reason.
    

    
      Unlike his relaxed exterior, a single doubt was rising like smoke inside Dorian.
    

    
      He seemed to be thinking.
    

    
      Was the Imitation Art itself excellent?
    

    
      Or was my skill in utilizing it to fight good?
    

    
      Dorian seemed to lean towards the former, but the longer the fight dragged on, the more he felt a chilling sensation creep up the back of his neck.
    

    
      [Shape Imitation], the vision that could be called the very first step and foundation of the Imitation Art.
    

    
      It was easier than the other visions of Imitation Art and because of its excellent practicality and versatility, it was the technique Yugen used most often.
    

    
      But it had a clear drawback. 
    

    
      While it had the advantage of being able to imitate anything that actually existed, it also had the major disadvantage of not being able to perfectly imitate characteristics, properties, or materials one hundred percent.
    

    
      That's why the targets of [Shape Imitation] were mostly factory-made weapons, keys, or traps with simple forms and non-special materials.
    

    
      The reason martial strength was a major evaluation factor in the examination to become Yugen's successor.
    

    
      Various weapon skills, martial arts, and self-defense arts to supplement the Imitation Art.
    

    
      At the time, Shadow's vision vault contained countless types of weapons and various secret tomes, so I had been able to access them without difficulty.
    

    
      That's why I wasn't flustered even when I saw the chain axe.
    

    
      On top of that, I knew how to counter the chain axe and I also had the skill to imitate and use it myself.
    

    
      In any case.
    

    
      Dorian felt extremely foul that I was holding up against his attacks unexpectedly well and that he was even having doubts in this situation.
    

    
      The most annoying thing was my stoic expression.
    

    
      Even as my wounds increased and I swayed precariously as if I would collapse at any moment.
    

    
      That attitude of maintaining a deadpan expression, showing no emotion to the point where it seemed like even that was part of a plan, was irritating.
    

    
      ‘……No.’
    

    
      It was that, but there was a more fundamental reason.
    

    
      A sense of déjà vu.
    

    
      Strangely, the scene before him and the current situation felt like he had seen them somewhere before.
    

    
      Along with a vague sense of anxiety.
    

    
      He tried to shake his head to clear it, but it wouldn't disappear easily, like the lingering dull headache after motion sickness.
    

    
      ‘Hehe. This is really fucking annoying.’
    

    
      Still, he thought it didn't really matter.
    

    
      Because he would be the one to win this fight anyway.
    

    
      There was a big reason for that, no, a gap that existed between them.
    

    
      Aura.
    

    
      I couldn't use aura.
    

    
      No matter how well one utilized their body, handled weapons, or had excellent combat sense, there was a world of difference between using aura and not using it.
    

    
      One who had raised their aura and one who had not were different from their physical abilities, strength, and stamina.
    

    
      They also couldn't use advanced visions that presupposed an Aura Heart and especially, a weapon that was simply imitated could never handle the destructive power of a weapon enhanced with aura.
    

    
      ‘Just like, now... Huh?’
    

    
      It was around then that a question mark appeared in Dorian's eyes as he was swinging his chain like a storm.
    

    
      Suddenly, the surroundings were dark.
    

    
      Was that all?
    

    
      He felt a breeze on his skin that shouldn't be felt indoors.
    

    
      Sensing something was wrong, Dorian immediately stopped his assault, backed away and looked around.
    

    
      The space distorted and the floor he stood on and the surrounding environment had changed.
    

    
      From the hotel suite where they had fought a fierce battle.
    

    
      To the rooftop of a certain abandoned building.
    

    
      Staring blankly at the countless twinkling constellations and the full moon looking down on them with its immense presence.
    

    
      Dorian stood like that for a moment before turning his gaze back to me.
    

    
      Anyone could see that the person who caused this phenomenon was none other than me.
    

    
      “You. Don't tell me……”
    

    
      “Yes. You're thinking correctly.”
    

    
      Dorian let out a small gasp.
    

    
      “To think you can use [Domain Imitation]. You've worked quite hard.”
    

    
      “Do you know where we are?‘
    

    
      Dorian glanced around and nodded.
    

    
      It was definitely a place he remembered.
    

    
      He couldn't not know.
    

    
      He had just seen it in his dream a little while ago.
    

    
      “Isn't this where we had our Successor Examination?”
    

    
      A night sky with not a single cloud, filled with a massive full moon and stars.
    

    
      Beneath it, on the rooftop of an abandoned building, two children stood facing each other.
    

    
      [Domain Imitation].
    

    
      This vision, which could be called a superior technique of [Shape Imitation], was known as the ultimate secret of the Imitation Art.
    

    
      It was a vision that required considerable memory, attention, and observation skills, but when it was realized in conjunction with ideation, the resulting phenomenon could be said to be like a [Spatial Barrier].
    

    
      Of course, their abilities weren't the same.
    

    
      A [Spatial Barrier] has a direct effect on the caster, but this just imitates a place from somewhere and moves it here, so it has no beneficial effects.
    

    
      If there was one, it would be familiarity with the geographical environment?
    

    
      Since various factors come into play to win a fight, that in itself is a pretty good advantage, but the problem was that this place wasn't complex enough terrain to gain a geographical advantage.
    

    
      Although it was night, it wasn't dark, and the surroundings were wide open.
    

    
      Being a rooftop, there was a risk of falling, but that much was whatever.
    

    
      If anything, since I could use [Night Vision], imitating the inside of a dark cave would have been a hundred times better judgment.
    

    
      ‘But he purposely imitated this place? What's the intention?’
    

    
      Don't tell me he's trying to use my memories?
    

    
      At the thought that popped into his head, Dorian smirked.
    

    
      Yes.
    

    
      This seemed to be it.
    

    
      The Successor Examination.
    

    
      The memory of that day was the starting point of all of Dorian's hatred and a chain of injustice he thought he could never break in his life.
    

    
      In a way, it was a trauma, a weakness and people with such trauma, when faced with that situation again, tend to become more passive and emotional than usual, feeling strong pressure or losing control.
    

    
      Because of that, they freeze up or hesitate more and it was a natural result that such factors would have a negative impact on a fight.
    

    
      I had aimed for that point, casting a sort of debuff on Dorian.
    

    
      But.
    

    
      ‘You've made a big, big miscalculation.’
    

    
      For Dorian, the memory of that day was not one he wanted to erase or avoid.
    

    
      It was a memory he wanted to change.
    

    
      So this was, rather, an opportunity for him.
    

    
      A chance to change that shitty sense of injustice.
    

    
      Just then, I opened my mouth towards him.
    

    
      “Hajin. The master isn't here right now.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Didn't you say you would have beaten me back then if it weren't for the master's interference?”
    

    
      As I said that, looking at Dorian, he could see the corners of my lips slightly raised.
    

    
      It was definitely a smile.
    

    
      “Prove it.”
    

    
      “Kuk…… Kukuk. Puhahaha!”
    

    
      Dorian couldn't hold it in and laughed like a madman.
    

    
      Then he shouted.
    

    
      “Yeah, fucker. Don't you regret this!”
    

    
      He instantly closed the distance and swung his axe.
    

    
      Kaang!
    

    
      I blocked it with the longsword I had imitated.
    

    
      But the ferocious energy contained in the handaxe shattered the longsword that blocked its path.
    

    
      Wajangchang!
    

    
      A blue light shimmered on his axe blade like a heat haze.
    

    
      Aura Strike.
    

    
      The exclusive property of those who had reached the highest level of Aura Expert, on the verge of mastery.
    

    
      It was a technique he didn't really want to use because of its high stamina consumption, and one he would rarely have a chance to actually use.
    

    
      It was the same when facing me.
    

    
      Even just swinging it with aura infused was enough to make my imitations unable to withstand and break.
    

    
      Using an Aura Strike that consumed a lot of stamina was an excessive investment.
    

    
      Dorian admitted it.
    

    
      If the intention was to get him excited, it was a perfect success.
    

    
      But, that was all.
    

    
      Kaang! Kkang!
    

    
      Every weapon I imitated shattered after failing to withstand even a single attack and though I escaped crises with excellent wit and senses, that was now the end.
    

    
      Dorian decided not to drag it out any longer.
    

    
      He asked one last time.
    

    
      “Hand over the secret tome.”
    

    
      Instead of speaking, I looked with my eyes.
    

    
      ‘Just prove it.’
    

    
      Dorian smiled.
    

    
      Alright.
    

    
      Then die.
    

    
      Dorian swung his axe.
    

    
      Shhhhwak!
    

    
      Even though there was a distance, my clothes were cut.
    

    
      [Murder in the Void].
    

    
      Whether there was distance or not.
    

    
      It didn't matter if there were obstacles or not.
    

    
      To exert physical force on a point within one's line of sight.
    

    
      This was the advanced vision that had propelled Dorian to the position of vice-captain of Blood and was Dorian's trump card.
    

    
      I quietly looked down at my unexpectedly torn shirt.
    

    
      He hadn't shot something like a sword qi.
    

    
      He had struck the empty air.
    

    
      ……In that case.
    

    
      I kicked off the ground.
    

    
      “Right. Just running away won't work, will it?”
    

    
      Watching me rapidly close the distance, Dorian cackled.
    

    
      Then he swung again.
    

    
      Towards my neck.
    

    
      Shhhhwak!
    

    
      At the same time, I threw my body at Dorian.
    

    
      Peok!
    

    
      A fountain of blood spurted from me.
    

    
      The killing intent of the axe had accurately struck me.
    

    
      But thanks to twisting my body, the point of impact was my shoulder, not my neck, and just in time, my flying body tackle reached Dorian.
    

    
      Dorian lightly dodged it.
    

    
      “Not even clo—?”
    

    
      But Dorian couldn't finish his sentence.
    

    
      “……What. Is this.”
    

    
      Dorian's eyes, wide with shock.
    

    
      Dorian slowly lowered his head.
    

    
      Reflected in his eyes was a single sword blade, protruding from his chest where it had pierced him through.
    

    
      He looked around.
    

    
      The [Domain Imitation] had been dispelled.
    

    
      The surroundings had changed back to the hotel's suite and only then could Dorian realize the full story of what had happened.
    

    
      A longsword was stuck upside down in a crack in the wall.
    

    
      That longsword was the one I had been holding at first and the [Domain Imitation] had been nothing more than a feint to push him into this trap.
    

    
      ‘To think he wasn't trying to use my trauma.’
    

    
      It was indeed a cunning psychological game.
    

    
      So Dorian had no choice but to admit it.
    

    
      “……Hehe. You.”
    

    
      He stared at me with his blurring vision.
    

    
      I was clutching the wound from the axe and looking up at him.
    

    
      “Hajin.”
    

    
      In truth, Dorian.
    

    
      No, Hajin knew.
    

    
      Who was closer to being Yugen's successor.
    

    
      Even though he had been in Shadow for 5 years.
    

    
      Paradoxically, because he had been there for 5 years, he knew better than anyone else.
    

    
      He had just been in denial.
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      “You. Won.”
    

    
      After forcing out the words, Dorian stopped all movement.
    

    
      The slight tremors from pain and the irregular breathing. 
    

    
      Everything stopped and his head soon dropped forward lifelessly.
    

    
      I stood up.
    

    
      Blood surged from the shoulder that had been split open by the axe, but I paid it no mind.
    

    
      “Hajin.”
    

    
      I approached and called his name, but there was no answer.
    

    
      He was dead.
    

    
      The victor of this fight was me.
    

    
      Just as it was in the past.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      I stared down quietly at Dorian, who had died with his eyes wide open.
    

    
      Various emotions flickered across my face as I looked at him.
    

    
      Has his sense of injustice been resolved?
    

    
      There was no way for me to know.
    

    
      The moment of silence was brief.
    

    
      Whatever the reason, he was a traitor to the organization. 
    

    
      Any further understanding was a luxury.
    

    
      I reached out and closed his eyes.
    

    
      Then, without any lingering attachment, I turned and left the suite, which had been half-destroyed by our duel.
    

    
      The state of the hallway I faced upon exiting was even worse than the suite.
    

    
      The luxurious carpet on the floor was torn to shreds, its pieces scattered about. 
    

    
      The walls and ceiling were covered in sword marks, and in some places, the distinction from the guest rooms had vanished due to the destroyed and pierced outer walls.
    

    
      And the protagonists who created this mess were still fighting fiercely.
    

    
      Clatter and an unidentified man.
    

    
      No.
    

    
      As I examined the man's appearance, a name instantly came to my mind and I stared at him with disbelief.
    

    
      “Ga-il?”
    

    
      Ga-il of the Red Greatsword.
    

    
      An elite knight of the Western Knights, who protect the western front bordering the Naimus Empire.
    

    
      The reason I could recognize him at a glance was because I had memorized the personal details of all the elite knights from each knight order.
    

    
      As if to prove his moniker, the Red Greatsword, Ga-il's hair was as red as a burning flame.
    

    
      Also, the weapon he used was a claymore, larger than most greatswords and Ga-il was famous for wielding it with one hand based on his immense strength.
    

    
      Just, like what I was seeing right now.
    

    
      Kwaang! Kwang!
    

    
      A destructive swordsmanship that seemed aimed not at cutting, but at shattering and breaking.
    

    
      Every time the red cloak, the symbol of the Western Knights, fluttered, the surrounding terrain was gouged and shattered.
    

    
      ‘But I'm sure I heard he went missing.’
    

    
      Four years ago, in an operation to subjugate a disaster-grade magical beast.
    

    
      He had suddenly vanished like smoke.
    

    
      It was a case where an elite knight went missing.
    

    
      Not just the target, but the process was also a mystery. 
    

    
      Because of that, it was an incident that once caused a stir throughout all of Icata and that was why I remembered it clearly.
    

    
      For the proud red knight of the Western Knights to be fighting on the side of the Cult.
    

    
      ‘What happened in those four years?’
    

    
      The answer was revealed immediately.
    

    
      Clatter's dagger, which had been overwhelming Ga-il with incredible speed, accurately dug into his shoulder.
    

    
      But Ga-il didn't even flinch and swung his greatsword.
    

    
      Buung-
    

    
      No matter how much one's physical abilities were enhanced by aura, a human should have shown a minimal reaction, like grimacing or flinching.
    

    
      Only then did Dorian's words flash through my mind.
    

    
      [Or not? Seeing him command two Death Knights, he must not be just so-so, but definitely strong, huh?]
    

    
      That Ga-il had become an undead?
    

    
      It was unbelievable, but seeing the dark magic that shot out from the darkness and ambushed Clatter, I had no choice but to be certain.
    

    
      Kwagwagwa!
    

    
      The black flame was shot from behind Ga-il.
    

    
      It was a blind spot, not visible from where I was hiding, so I immediately imitated a mirror shard and threw it forward.
    

    
      The mirror, stuck in the wooden furniture, reflected the situation in the blind spot.
    

    
      A man with a gloomy appearance, hiding behind a pillar, was preparing the next dark magic.
    

    
      ‘High Cleric Vallary.’
    

    
      While I had been fighting Hajin in the corner of the guest room, Clatter had been facing two enemies alone.
    

    
      I glanced at the opposite hallway.
    

    
      The room at the end of the hall, Jaygie and Dayle were there.
    

    
      ‘Dayle.’
    

    
      The ominous premonition had finally become reality.
    

    
      High Cleric Vallary could command two Death Knights.
    

    
      But only one, Ga-il, was here.
    

    
      Where could the other one be?
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      My face contorted horribly.
    

    
      I was conflicted.
    

    
      Clatter and Dayle.
    

    
      Both were in a situation on the edge of a cliff.
    

    
      Clatter was facing two enemies, and I didn't know Dayle's situation, but for that very reason, a more negative picture was drawn in my head.
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      Pak!
    

    
      A dagger flew and embedded itself in front of me.
    

    
      “……Lord Clatter?”
    

    
      I raised my head.
    

    
      While dodging a savage sword strike, Clatter was staring at me.
    

    
      A very brief exchange of glances.
    

    
      Immediately after, the empty pupils hidden under the bandages looked towards the guest room where Dayle was.
    

    
      I was not ignorant of what that gaze meant.
    

    
      Looking at where Clatter was, I nodded my head with determination.
    

    
      “I will, definitely, come back.”
    

    
      I turned and ran to the room where Dayle and Jaygie were waiting.
    

    
      And.
    

    
      A pair of eyes watched my retreating figure blankly. It was High Cleric Vallary.
    

    
      “He was taken down?”
    

    
      Vallary glanced at the room I had come out of and let out a cynical laugh.
    

    
      “Acting all cocky, but he was a nobody. He’s not even worth giving to Laitna as a gift.”
    

    
      Vallary, who had planned to kill the insolent Dorian and give him to Laitna after everything was over, erased Dorian's existence from his mind without any lingering attachment.
    

    
      Giving trash as a gift was not something one did for one's sister.
    

    
      “Still, it's a relief that it wasn't a total loss.”
    

    
      Vallary raised his eyes and looked with an interested expression at the bizarre being currently fighting fiercely with his second sword, Ga-il.
    

    
      Although it was covered in bandages, Vallary could instinctively tell that the origin of that being was undead.
    

    
      However, its origin may be undead, but it wasn't now.
    

    
      Because the class of its soul was incredibly high.
    

    
      There was no way a being with such a high-class soul could be a mere undead following the orders of a necromancer.
    

    
      As proof, the caster controlling the being was neither visible nor sensible nearby. 
    

    
      If it were an undead, the caster should have been by its side.
    

    
      It felt like encountering a new species that did not exist in this world for the first time.
    

    
      To his necromancer's eyes, that being was the discovery of a new evolution.
    

    
      ‘It's a pity that it's not an undead, so we can't make it ours.’
    

    
      But because of that, it was a coveted treasure.
    

    
      Luis?
    

    
      His first sword, currently dealing with another little rat inside, would take care of that.
    

    
      Although Dorian had died, there was not a hint of anxiety or worry on Vallary's face.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Carefully entering the bedroom, I was momentarily at a loss for words at the horrific sight before me.
    

    
      The place, swallowed by a giant sinkhole, could no longer be called a bedroom.
    

    
      I already knew what this was a trace of and who had done it.
    

    
      The remnants of a shattered ‘Third Eye’ at my feet caught my eye.
    

    
      “……Dayle.”
    

    
      I looked down into the hole that had been bored through.
    

    
      The explosion must have been so powerful that the hole had penetrated through what looked to be at least five floors, just by eye.
    

    
      ‘Or he might have pulled the trigger repeatedly.’
    

    
      I felt Dayle's desperate heart, trying to take the Death Knight with him completely and for a moment, I was overcome with emotion.
    

    
      No.
    

    
      I still don't know.
    

    
      I shook my head and looked down.
    

    
      There were no signs of any bodies or bloodstains on the floor.
    

    
      It was just full of debris like earth and sand, bricks, rebar and concrete that had piled up from piercing through several floors.
    

    
      And another important thing.
    

    
      ‘Ms. Jaygie is gone too.’
    

    
      As I looked around, my eyes caught the end of a protruding rebar and a rope hanging from it.
    

    
      It was a rope made by weaving together blankets and cloth from clothes, and the rope was stretched down towards the bottom of the hole.
    

    
      Since they couldn't get out because of Clatter and High Cleric Vallary's fight, it was clear they had made a rope and went down.
    

    
      I grabbed the rope with one hand and jumped down.
    

    
      The hole was drilled directly from the 8th floor to the 2nd, but the rope, due to its limited length, only reached down to the 4th floor.
    

    
      It was hard to imagine that Jaygie, who came down the rope, would have jumped from the 4th floor to the 2nd.
    

    
      She was a young woman who had never even properly learned martial arts.
    

    
      So I judged that Jaygie had gotten off on the 4th floor and landed there first.
    

    
      The situation on the 4th floor was no better.
    

    
      If the 6th floor and above was the fierce battleground between the Academy's investigation team and the Cult, this place was like a hunting ground.
    

    
      Undead were visible here and there, attacking the hotel guests.
    

    
      ‘Has this hotel already been taken over by them?’
    

    
      It was perhaps a matter of course.
    

    
      The hotel itself was a base for the Cult in the first place.
    

    
      Only the innocent guests were being sacrificed for their evil deeds.
    

    
      The way was to catch and kill Bishop Laitna, who could be called the source of this whole situation.
    

    
      ‘Is it possible?’
    

    
      I thought as I shattered the skull of a skeleton rushing at me from the side with a single blow.
    

    
      Chaser Idna.
    

    
      And the Academy investigation team he was leading.
    

    
      Would it be possible for them alone to kill Bishop Laitna?
    

    
      Suddenly, I, who had planned this affair to save just one person, Jaygie, felt a severe pang of conscience.
    

    
      ‘I'll evacuate Ms. Jaygie and come back.’
    

    
      I had to do it anyway.
    

    
      My comrades were here too.
    

    
      As I was searching the 4th floor, cleaning up the undead.
    

    
      As if my prayers had reached the heavens, I was finally able to find Jaygie, whom I had been searching for so desperately.
    

    
      “Oh, don't come!”
    

    
      Was it because of the hotel staff uniform and the face mask?
    

    
      Jaygie tried to run away from me, but when I took off the face mask, her eyes widened.
    

    
      “Lu, Luis-brother?”
    

    
      “Ms. Jaygie.”
    

    
      “Oppa! Uwaaah!”
    

    
      Jaygie burst into tears and hugged me.
    

    
      But she immediately had to lift her buried head and look up at me.
    

    
      “O, oppa. There's blood on your body……”
    

    
      Her clothes and hands were all stained with blood.
    

    
      The blood that had seeped from my wound.
    

    
      “I'm sorry. For getting you dirty.”
    

    
      “Sob. Huuk!”
    

    
      “Please don't cry. It's just an injury. More importantly, could you get on my back for now? We don't have time.”
    

    
      I hurriedly offered my back.
    

    
      “Ms. Jaygie. I'll take you outside……”
    

    
      I stopped talking.
    

    
      Dulduldul…….
    

    
      My entire body began to tremble like crazy.
    

    
      Because the floor I was standing on was shaking.
    

    
      ‘No. This is…….’
    

    
      The floor, the walls.
    

    
      The entire hotel was shaking.
    

    
      Wajangchang, the light fixture on the ceiling fell and shattered and everything standing on it lost its balance and staggered.
    

    
      “Kyaak!”
    

    
      The same went for Jaygie.
    

    
      Hugging the falling Jaygie, I hurriedly got up.
    

    
      ‘An earthquake?’
    

    
      But for that to be the case…….
    

    
      Cold sweat that started on my forehead trickled down my cheek and beaded on my chin.
    

    
      A dry gulp went down my throat, and my hands and feet grew cold.
    

    
      With that, the hair on my skin stood on end and the back of my neck grew chilly.
    

    
      With my senses sharpened to the extreme, I heard a sound.
    

    
      A sound so faint that if I hadn't strained my hearing to the fullest, I would have just ignored it.
    

    
      Jjeok-
    

    
      ‘A crack?’
    

    
      It was the sound of something cracking.
    

    
      The source of the sound was above.
    

    
      I raised my head, and soon realized that the sound was only the beginning.
    

    
      The beginning of a disaster.
    

    
      Jjeok!
    

    
      Jjeojeojeojeok!
    

    
      The crack that split from the ceiling spread out like a spiderweb, swallowing the walls, the hallway, and everything on the 4th floor.
    

    
      “Hold on tight!”
    

    
      “Kyaaaaak!”
    

    
      I quickly got up and ran without looking back.
    

    
      Direction?
    

    
      I didn't know.
    

    
      Even for someone as rational as me, my mind was currently filled with only one thought.
    

    
      ‘I have to get out of here, fast!’
    

    
      And that judgment saved both my life and Jaygie's.
    

    
      At the same time, the ceiling that supported the floor above collapsed with a deafening roar.
    

    
      Kwarururu!
    

    
      An enormous amount of rubble poured down like a waterfall.
    

    
      Unable to bear the weight of the sediment, the 4th floor also collapsed in succession.
    

    
      And so, the Ladrier Hotel, which had been a home to many travelers for 35 years, was crumbling from within.
    

    
      By something.
    

    
      Chang!
    

    
      I broke the window in front of me and threw my body outside.
    

    
      Just as I was getting close to the ground.
    

    
      Paang!
    

    
      A shockwave that suddenly erupted from behind sent my body flying once more.
    

    
      Thanks to that, I had to roll on the ground several times, holding Jaygie tightly so she wouldn't get hurt.
    

    
      “Keuk…….”
    

    
      And I lifted my head.
    

    
      The sight that entered my eyes was truly horrifying and shocking.
    

    
      On top of the hotel that was collapsing like a sandcastle.
    

    
      A giant made of bone was raising its massive body.
    

    
      Gyaaaaaaa──
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      “Tha, that is……”
    

    
      I couldn't bring myself to finish the sentence.
    

    
      Skeleton Lord.
    

    
      The being at the apex of all skeletons.
    

    
      A calamity made of bone.
    

    
      Like a Death Knight, it belongs to the highest class of undead, but that's only because there is no grade above it; it was an ancient death that could not be placed on the same level as a Death Knight.
    

    
      An undead that occasionally appeared only in history books or old tomes.
    

    
      Naturally, it was the first time I had ever seen it in person.
    

    
      It was, literally, a sight of awe and terror. 
    

    
      The overwhelming shock caused Jaygie's body to tremble uncontrollably, tears streaming down her face.
    

    
      So I held her tightly.
    

    
      Then, the faces of Dayle and Clatter suddenly surfaced in my mind.
    

    
      I slowly helped her to her feet.
    

    
      “Listen carefully, Ms. Jaygie.”
    

    
      Jaygie looked at me.
    

    
      “Run straight down this road, take the second right alley you come across, and run again. You will come to a familiar plaza. Go. Mr. Parnaci will be waiting for you there.”
    

    
      “……Luis-oppa?”
    

    
      “I'm sorry. I want to take you there, but I have something urgent to do.”
    

    
      My comrades were trapped in the wreckage where the Skeleton Lord was born, down below.
    

    
      I had to go to them.
    

    
      “Go. I wish you luck.”
    

    
      “Oppa! Luis-oppa……!”
    

    
      Jaygie tearfully clung to me, but I bid her farewell and walked resolutely towards the collapsed Ladrier Hotel. 
    

    
      Fortunately, it seemed it hadn't completely collapsed, as the hotel was somehow maintaining its form.
    

    
      The half-destroyed part was the upper section where the Skeleton Lord had been summoned.
    

    
      The first and second floors, where the lobby was, and especially the direction of the main entrance, were relatively intact and quite a few people were escaping through the main entrance.
    

    
      “You can't go in. There are undead inside!”
    

    
      Just as I was about to go inside, someone grabbed me.
    

    
      A soldier dressed in the uniform of the Capital Defense Force.
    

    
      Having been dispatched after a report, guards from the Capital Defense Force and city guard soldiers had already surrounded the hotel, controlling the area.
    

    
      They were rescuing citizens who had not yet evacuated and in between, they were smashing the skulls of skeletons that occasionally poked their heads out.
    

    
      However, they too seemed unable to do anything about the Skeleton Lord, merely staring blankly at it while evacuating the nearby citizens.
    

    
      The fortunate thing was that the Skeleton Lord's attention seemed to be elsewhere, not here.
    

    
      Gyaaaaah!
    

    
      Kuuung!
    

    
      After a quick glance at the Skeleton Lord swinging its fist towards something in the complete opposite direction, I removed the hand of the soldier who had grabbed my shoulder.
    

    
      “I'll be fine.”
    

    
      “Huh? No, I'm telling you it's dangerous! The hotel could collapse at any momen……”
    

    
      Before the soldier could even finish his sentence, I turned and entered the hotel.
    

    
      I heard a clucking of the tongue from behind me.
    

    
      Upon passing through the door, the lobby, which had been perfectly fine just this morning, appeared. 
    

    
      The granite walls and pillars were shattered beyond recognition, and the entire view was hazy and blurred due to debris and dust that had not yet settled.
    

    
      The light fixture hanging precariously from the ceiling flickered like a person with little life left, and with every vibration, stone dust rained down from the ceiling.
    

    
      In that fear of the ceiling collapsing at any moment, I strode into the darkness created by the wreckage.
    

    
      I searched the first floor, but all I found was a group of skeletons that had survived the collapse, staggering and wandering about. 
    

    
      I took care of them one by one and went up to the second floor.
    

    
      But I couldn't find Dayle or Clatter there either.
    

    
      I tried to go higher, but the elevator and all three staircases were blocked by collapsed debris.
    

    
      ‘In that case…….’
    

    
      “Heok! Heok!”
    

    
      My heart pounded.
    

    
      A bad thought, a 'what if', reared its head.
    

    
      I had searched the relatively intact areas of the hotel, but there was no trace of them anywhere.
    

    
      What could that possibly mean?
    

    
      ‘That can't be. It can't be.’
    

    
      But I shook my head violently in denial, erasing the thought.
    

    
      They were alive.
    

    
      Without a doubt.
    

    
      Firmly believing so, I descended to the first floor again.
    

    
      As if that belief had reached the heavens, it was pure coincidence that I found a passage leading to the basement.
    

    
      It had been hidden by a thick steel pipe, but when I lifted it, a hole leading to the basement was revealed.
    

    
      And that hole perfectly matched the traces of Dayle's explosive rounds I had seen from above.
    

    
      There was no need to think.
    

    
      I immediately jumped down.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Looking up at the summoned Skeleton Lord, Bishop Laitna narrowed her eyes.
    

    
      ‘Why a Lord for a fight like this? A Skeleton King is enough.’
    

    
      A few hours ago, those were the exact words she had said to High Cleric Margo.
    

    
      It wasn't a lie.
    

    
      She had really felt that way then, and she hadn't even considered summoning a Skeleton Lord in the first place.
    

    
      However, she only realized what a great act of hubris this was after meeting the man named Chaser Idna.
    

    
      “Will you be okay?”
    

    
      “Of course, brother. Go on up and help that thug-like guy. I'll take care of things here.”
    

    
      When she first faced the Academy investigation team, she had waved her hand with an annoyed expression, sending Dorian and High Cleric Vallary upstairs.
    

    
      And she remained alone on the 6th floor to face the Academy.
    

    
      Of course, High Cleric Margo and a few of Dorian's subordinates, the dark priests, and so on, remained, but to her, they were just useless trash.
    

    
      And in reality, they were swept away like fallen leaves by the imposing presence of Chaser Idna at the forefront.
    

    
      “Things that can't even be recycled. Well, shall we play a little for the first time in a while-?”
    

    
      The death that arose from her fingertips crossed the hallway and blossomed like a flower from the walls, the ceiling, and even the backs of the corpses lying in the hallway.
    

    
      And from within, skeletal soldiers rose.
    

    
      From Skeletons, to Warriors, to Knights.
    

    
      And finally, the King.
    

    
      “Now, it's a festival. Wipe them all out.”
    

    
      At her command, the skeletons shrieked and, like cancer cells, instantly began to consume the hotel.
    

    
      And to stop her, Chaser Idna stood before her.
    

    
      And the martial prowess of Chaser Idna that she witnessed was beyond her imagination.
    

    
      ‘What is this?’
    

    
      The Skeleton Warriors were massacred.
    

    
      ‘What the hell kind of bastard is he?’
    

    
      The Skeleton Knights were brutally torn apart.
    

    
      ‘How can a mere knight be such a monster?’
    

    
      The Skeleton King could only manage to block him.
    

    
      ‘This is…… something is wrong.’
    

    
      Watching the King's bone fragments being ground up, shattered, and sent flying in all directions by the dual swords Chaser wielded, Bishop Laitna hurriedly changed her perception of this battle.
    

    
      And she supported the King.
    

    
      Mending and reinforcing its bones.
    

    
      She also occasionally attacked Chaser directly.
    

    
      But it only bought a little more time; it couldn't change the outcome itself.
    

    
      In the end, after shattering the Skeleton King's right arm, Chaser fired a sword qi through the opening, and the sword qi grazed Bishop Laitna's neck.
    

    
      Drip, blood flowed from her neck, soaking her robe.
    

    
      Touching it with her hand and bringing it before her eyes, Bishop Laitna's already pale face turned even whiter.
    

    
      Then, the power of death began to ooze out like tentacles.
    

    
      “……!”
    

    
      Sensing the unusual atmosphere, Chaser Idna fired another sword qi, but it was blocked by the Skeleton King.
    

    
      And.
    

    
      The disaster occurred.
    

    
      “Throne of the Skeleton God.”
    

    
      The power of death swirled around the Skeleton King.
    

    
      Skeletons gathered, and even the scattered and broken bone fragments flew through the air and were absorbed into the Skeleton King, causing its body to swell in an instant.
    

    
      And so, the Skeleton Lord descended, destroying the hotel.
    

    
      “Haa.”
    

    
      Bishop Laitna changed her plan and decided to destroy all of Icata now that things had come to this.
    

    
      Shadow?
    

    
      The Skull Mask?
    

    
      If she destroyed Icata, they'd crawl out on their own, probably.
    

    
      Chaser Idna was now out of her interest, as his life was already forfeit with the summoning of the Lord.
    

    
      Still, he was arrogant.
    

    
      “Stomp him to death. Along with those Academy ants.”
    

    
      The Lord drew its sword made of a spine and swung it at Chaser.
    

    
      The power of the sword swung by the 30-meter giant produced a result similar to a mana bomb falling from the sky.
    

    
      Kwaaaaaa!
    

    
      A giant crater was formed where Chaser had been standing.
    

    
      “Puhahat! Yes. That's it! Destroy everything!”
    

    
      Bishop Laitna watched the scene with a satisfied smile.
    

    
      Just then, High Cleric Vallary appeared behind her.
    

    
      “Laitna.”
    

    
      “Huh? Oppa!”
    

    
      “You ended up summoning the Lord.”
    

    
      Laitna flinched at the light reprimand but soon pouted her lips and acted cute.
    

    
      “I couldn't help it. That guy was pretty strong.”
    

    
      “Really?”
    

    
      “Yeah, yeah. Look here! I got hurt here, you know?”
    

    
      Seeing the wound on Bishop Laitna's neck, High Cleric Vallary's face was instantly filled with rage.
    

    
      “So that's what happened.”
    

    
      “Yeah! But it's okay. He'll turn into beef jerky soon enough. More importantly, what's that?”
    

    
      Vallary looked behind him.
    

    
      A giant black glass sphere was floating in the air and inside the glass sphere, Clatter, with only his upper body remaining, was trapped.
    

    
      “It's your present, Laitna.”
    

    
      To state the conclusion first, High Cleric Vallary had managed to capture Clatter alive.
    

    
      He was lucky.
    

    
      The collapsing wall from the Lord's summoning had fallen on Clatter. 
    

    
      Of course, he had struggled so fiercely that he ended up losing the Death Knight Ga-il, but Vallary didn't particularly care.
    

    
      Death Knights could be made as long as he had the materials.
    

    
      “Really? That's my present!?”
    

    
      “Yes. This may look like an undead, but it's clearly a transcendent being that has moved beyond that. It's worth researching……”
    

    
      At that moment.
    

    
      Something that fell from the sky at the speed of light pierced through Vallary's body.
    

    
      “……enough……”
    

    
      “Huh? What's wrong all of a sudden, oppa?”
    

    
      Laitna, who was looking strangely at the stuttering Vallary, saw the hole in his chest and the blood gushing out.
    

    
      “……Brother?”
    

    
      There was no answer.
    

    
      The light had already vanished from the eyes of Vallary, whose heart had been blown wide open.
    

    
      Instant death.
    

    
      Confirming his death, Bishop Laitna's hands trembled as she cupped Vallary's face.
    

    
      Soon.
    

    
      Kyaaaaaaaa──!
    

    
      She let out a scream mixed with fury and looked up.
    

    
      “Looooord!”
    

    
      Gyaaaaaaa──!
    

    
      Feeling the caster's emotions welling up with hatred and anger, the Skeleton Lord stopped its attack on Chaser Idna and the Academy investigation team and raised its spine.
    

    
      Death swirled around the spine.
    

    
      Then, the Skeleton Lord raised its head to the sky and swung it towards somewhere,
    

    
      Kwakwakwakwa!
    

    
      The projected death became a black crescent moon and split the sky.
    

    
      “Die!”
    

    
      shrieked Bishop Laitna desperately.
    

    
      But.
    

    
      Unfortunately, her curse was not fulfilled.
    

    
      “Haaaaaaap!”
    

    
      Because a powerful surge of immense strength, flying in with a roar that seemed to shake the entire world, collided with the black crescent, causing a massive explosion.
    

    
      Kwarureung!
    

    
      The explosion, which erupted with a great thunderclap, scattered the clouds in all directions, opening a path in the sky.
    

    
      Naturally, all eyes on the ground turned towards it.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      The brightly lit full moon.
    

    
      Beneath it, an airship that had been hidden by the clouds was revealing its magnificent form.
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      The sun sets and the day grows dark, but the lights illuminating the royal palace's party venue do not go out.
    

    
      Rather, as the giant full moon and countless stars filled the sky, the atmosphere was enhanced.
    

    
      Splendidly arranged dishes and sweet liquor.
    

    
      Nobles, gathered in a circle around a fountain spouting streams of water, enjoyed the banquet, swaying their bodies and laughing, intoxicated by the alcohol, the atmosphere, and the melody of the music.
    

    
      “Haha!”
    

    
      “Hohoho!”
    

    
      It was a celebration for the 2nd Prince's safe return.
    

    
      For the nobles, high-ranking officials, and powerful figures who all had a foot in politics and vested interests, it was an essential venue for fellowship and, at the same time, a place of opportunity.
    

    
      A hidden battlefield where they offered friendly smiles and greetings on the surface, but underneath lay advanced psychology and meticulous calculations.
    

    
      While everyone tried to use this occasion to secure their own interests, only one person, Duke Caravan Zain, sat with a frozen expression.
    

    
      ‘How utterly pathetic.’
    

    
      At the spectacle before him, Duke Zain inwardly clicked his tongue.
    

    
      If it hadn't been a banquet celebrating the 2nd Prince's safe return, he wouldn't have even participated in such a party filled with empty formalities. 
    

    
      In fact, he was extremely displeased with this situation of nobles gathering to drink, laugh, and chat.
    

    
      It was natural.
    

    
      It was only a week ago that the Empire had been attacked by an unidentified pseudo-religious cult.
    

    
      The enemies had not yet been caught and nothing had been revealed about them other than that they served an evil god and were hostile to the Frey Empire.
    

    
      It was a rather troublesome situation from the Empire's perspective.
    

    
      Because the enemies seemed to know quite a bit of deep information about this Frey Empire.
    

    
      As proof of that, the capital's security had been completely breached, so there was no telling when another terror attack might occur.
    

    
      But look at these foolish vested interests, who wielded all sorts of power, claiming to move the heart of the Empire, but in reality were only preoccupied with lining their own pockets.
    

    
      Nowhere in their forms, steeped in long-standing peace, could a sense of crisis be found. 
    

    
      With the arrogant words 'Golden Empire' on their lips, they deluded themselves into thinking their power, wealth, and honor would be eternal like gold, having long since cast aside the duties and responsibilities of a noble.
    

    
      In reality, even though several days had passed, the people's livelihood was still trembling in anxiety, and the chaos had not subsided.
    

    
      ‘Hahaha! You all worry too much. They attacked the Academy, not our Empire. Who in their right mind would dare draw their sword against us?’
    

    
      ‘The Empire's walls are this intact. Such worries will only shorten your lifespan, so let's have some constructive talks for the Empire. Isn't that our job.’
    

    
      ‘Speaking of which, how about we use this attack as a pretext to file a petition to dismiss Dean Bell Toro? Honestly, we haven't been able to develop that good land called the Academy because of that man, have we? So…….’
    

    
      When he happened to overhear this conversation while passing by, Duke Zain's anger flared to its peak, and he almost shattered the door, went in and tore the mouth of the noble who had spouted such nonsense.
    

    
      But he stopped.
    

    
      Because he knew it was not a problem that would disappear just by dealing with that one noble.
    

    
      Stagnant water rots, and the Empire had been stagnant in the well of peace for too long.
    

    
      And, his own Zain family had likewise been stagnant in that well for a long time.
    

    
      Duke Zain had heard roughly what kind of atrocities the collateral blood relatives who inherited the Zain name were committing, scattered here and there throughout the Empire.
    

    
      So he tried to change it but failed to change it completely. Because corruption still occurred in unseen places.
    

    
      This was reality.
    

    
      A reality that could never be changed by the power of an individual.
    

    
      It didn't matter how much he was called the master of the Magic Tower and the Empire's greatest grand mage.
    

    
      If even his family was this difficult, could he change the Empire?
    

    
      ‘You asked why I rejected all the policies beneficial to the nobles for the Academy? That's because this Academy is the last beacon that will illuminate the chaos of the future.’
    

    
      Duke Zain suddenly recalled the prophetic words Dean Bell Toro had told him during his time at the Academy.
    

    
      ‘If things continue like this, chaos is inevitable. Like the invasion of the Great Demon Angmar in the past, chaos will once again cover the entire continent. And at that time, the epicenter where the seeds of chaos will first sprout will be right here in the Frey Empire.’
    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    
      ‘That is why the Frey Heroes Academy must be noble. It is the last bastion that will prevent future chaos, inheriting the beliefs of the Great Hero Aidan Frey, so should it be used as a mere political object?’
    

    
      At the time, he thought he had said such things merely to instill motivation in them, who were young.
    

    
      But, now it was different.
    

    
      ‘You may be right, Dean.’
    

    
      Looking at the current state of affairs, the realization of his prophecy did not seem far off.
    

    
      No. Looking at recent events, the seeds may have already sprouted.
    

    
      ‘The Empire needs a hero, and I have no doubt that a second Aidan Frey will emerge from among you.’
    

    
      There was a time when he had wished for chaos.
    

    
      A dream of becoming a hero. 
    

    
      Because he had a grand dream and a burning passion to save the continent and change the Empire like the second Aidan Frey.
    

    
      But not now.
    

    
      Far from being a hero, he was too busy with the affairs of his family and the Magic Tower to even catch his breath.
    

    
      You could say he had adapted to reality.
    

    
      ‘Rather than me, the next generation…… Ah, right. There was that kid.’
    

    
      A cadet who, though in a different department, had for a moment reminded him of his own Academy days.
    

    
      ‘Come to think of it, I didn't see that fellow's name in this attack. He made a name for himself every time an incident occurred and was on the front page of the Royal Dream.’
    

    
      He didn't think it was particularly strange.
    

    
      Since he was only human, he couldn't perform such feats every time.
    

    
      “Are you not enjoying the party?”
    

    
      Just then, a voice that cut in from the side broke Duke Zain's train of thought.
    

    
      In his turned gaze, a middle-aged man with an ordinary appearance came into view.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      However, while his appearance might be ordinary, his name was not ordinary at all.
    

    
      Sigaro Isaac.
    

    
      A Royal Knight who protects the Emperor and one of the 10 Masters.
    

    
      And until recently, the one and only magic swordsman on the continent.
    

    
      Duke Zain's pupils widened for a moment, not expecting to meet him here.
    

    
      But that was all.
    

    
      Duke Zain returned to his expressionless face.
    

    
      “You've worked hard looking after the young prince.”
    

    
      “Fufu. It was no trouble. Isn't it my job to assist the royal family? I just did what I had to do.”
    

    
      “Is that so? I heard you have a lot of interest in other things besides escorting.”
    

    
      For example, politics.
    

    
      Duke Zain had already heard the news that he, who had silently shouldered his duties as a Royal Knight, had recently been meeting with various wealthy individuals and engaging in political conversations.
    

    
      Sigaro, it was said, advocated for a meritocratic system where a person's use is determined by their ability, not their origin.
    

    
      Sigaro Isaac, being of commoner birth and neither a knight nor a mage, was also the epitome of an ambiguous position, welcomed by neither side.
    

    
      “Do you have business with me?”
    

    
      “I just came to greet you after a long time.”
    

    
      So Duke Zain did not believe his words at face value.
    

    
      If he had wanted to use him here, it seemed to be a success to some extent.
    

    
      In fact, when Sigaro Isaac suddenly sat in the seat next to Duke Zain, which had been empty for a long time, the gazes of the nobles, who had been stealthily glancing at the Duke's side, were instantly drawn here.
    

    
      It meant that while he may not have gained Duke Zain's favor, he had at least succeeded in drawing the nobles' attention.
    

    
      “Is a place like this, where people just boast about how great and amazing they are, really necessary? I'm not so sure.”
    

    
      As Duke Zain was killing time at the banquet, letting his words go in one ear and out the other.
    

    
      “……!”
    

    
      Suddenly, his eyes shot wide open.
    

    
      “Your Grace? This is……”
    

    
      Sigaro, too, seemed to have felt something and looked at him, and that reaction gradually spread throughout the banquet hall.
    

    
      Tadadak!
    

    
      And as if to confirm that sense of unease, the footsteps of dozens of people rushed into the banquet hall.
    

    
      They were the attendants of each noble who had been waiting outside. 
    

    
      Among them was Duke Zain's attendant, the Magic Corps Commander, and as soon as he entered the banquet hall, he found Duke Zain and whispered in his ear with a serious face.
    

    
      “……Your Grace. A terror attack has occurred. The location is the Ladrier Hotel, located outside the East Gate.”
    

    
      It perfectly matched the direction from which the unsettling energy had been felt just a moment ago.
    

    
      “What's the situation?”
    

    
      “We'll have to get more reports for the details, but circumstantially, it seems to be the same group that invaded the Academy……”
    

    
      As the judgment that it would be faster to see with his own eyes than to wait for a report crossed his mind, Duke Zain shot up from his seat and headed for the rear garden balcony connected to the banquet hall.
    

    
      Sigaro and the Magic Corps Commander followed behind him, and the nobles who had heard the news brought by their attendants followed in a crowd.
    

    
      “You've arrived.”
    

    
      There was already a guest on the balcony.
    

    
      Marquis Yamad Leonhardt, Commander of the Central Knights and the Best Sword in the Empire.
    

    
      Duke Zain gave his greeting a brief glance before gripping the railing and casting his gaze far away.
    

    
      Thanks to the royal palace being built at a higher altitude than the capital's ground level, the entire view of the capital could be seen.
    

    
      And behind it, smoke billowed up into the sky like clouds.
    

    
      Gyaaaaah!
    

    
      And a white giant, standing in stark contrast to the pitch-black night.
    

    
      ‘A Skeleton Lord……?’
    

    
      There was no need to enhance his vision with magic or anything of the sort. 
    

    
      The imposing presence emanating from its overwhelming size was visible even from this far away.
    

    
      “Tha, that……!”
    

    
      “How. How could such a thing……”
    

    
      The nobles were all thrown into a state of panic by the advent of an ancient undead they were encountering for the first time in their lives and the fact that it had taken place right in the capital of the Empire.
    

    
      “Tha, that monster won't come this far, will it……?”
    

    
      “Hey. Su, surely it wouldn't? Have you forgotten where this is?”
    

    
      “Ri, right. Haha…… ha!”
    

    
      “Marquis Leonhardt? What, what are you doing just standing there blankly? Hurry up and lead your men to dispose of that monster.”
    

    
      “No, that's not right. Sir Leonhardt should stay here with us!”
    

    
      “Ahem. We, well, this is the safest place, right?”
    

    
      The balcony was soon in a state of confusion.
    

    
      Marquis Leonhardt watched the scene with a hardened face, then sighed and took a step.
    

    
      “I'll go with you.”
    

    
      It was Duke Zain.
    

    
      At his accompaniment, Marquis Leonhardt's stiffly frozen expression relaxed considerably.
    

    
      “I'll be in your care, Your Grace.”
    

    
      The strongest representatives of the Frey Empire's sword and magic joined hands.
    

    
      What being would dare stand in the way of that combination? 
    

    
      As if just seeing them together was reassuring, the nobles each let out a sigh of relief and regained their composure, as if they had never been scared.
    

    
      “Phew. Then I guess we just have to wait for that monster to be annihilated.”
    

    
      “Haha, that's righ…… Hu, heok! What is that!?”
    

    
      But.
    

    
      Starting with a noble's cry of astonishment, all eyes were once again drawn to the battlefield, and soon the crowd was completely buried in a vortex of shock and chaos.
    

    
      The same went for Duke Zain and Marquis Leonhardt, who were just about to leave the balcony.
    

    
      Kwaang! Kwang!
    

    
      “What in the world is that……?”
    

    
      Looking at that place, Duke Zain couldn't help but mutter so.
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      Chapter 166 : Genesis (3)
    

    
      Inside the last airship heading to Icata.
    

    
      “It’s still surprising. To think you were that Skull Mask.”
    

    
      “……Be quiet. What are you going to do if other people hear you?”
    

    
      “It’s fine, there’s no one else here.”
    

    
      He was right.
    

    
      Just as he said, I looked around and saw no one else but us in the cabin. 
    

    
      The in-flight announcement that we would soon arrive in Icata had just chimed, so it seemed everyone had gone out to the deck to see the city's night view.
    

    
      The night view of Icata from above is indeed picturesque.
    

    
      Still, there was no harm in being careful.
    

    
      When I frowned to warn him to watch his mouth, he nodded as well.
    

    
      “Got it. Anyway, you’re pretty famous in Karagas. You’re especially mentioned a lot among the Blood guys.”
    

    
      “Huh? Why those bastards? Their turf is Karagas and Icata, so we're completely separate.”
    

    
      “Your business items overlap. Plus, Blood owes a debt to Shadow for what happened in the past because of that.”
    

    
      “Ah- right. I think I heard that from Luis.”
    

    
      Blood, the contract-killing organization of the lawless city of Karagas, was a guild with a considerable reputation in the underworld. 
    

    
      However, while expanding their influence, they recklessly tried to encroach on Icata, leading to a conflict with Shadow, where they were utterly crushed.
    

    
      But now, Shadow had fallen and Blood, which had been crushed by Shadow, had grown to become one of the top powers in the underworld. 
    

    
      The ways of the world are truly unpredictable.
    

    
      Anyway, Carl and I flew to Icata, making such idle conversation.
    

    
      Yes, this guy with the cold impression next to me was Carl.
    

    
      I don't know if you remember, but there was that time during the festival when I saved those thugs who were about to be framed for sexual assault and arrested.
    

    
      Among them, the one who was destined to become one of the future Five Evils, a Madman.
    

    
      I still remember.
    

    
      ‘You’re the first one to listen to us without any prejudice. Thank you so much.’
    

    
      ‘How many times do I have to say it? I told you I didn't do it to help you guys.’
    

    
      ‘Anyway. And also, you are our brother now.’
    

    
      A one-sided induction into brotherhood.
    

    
      At the time, it wasn't bad, no. 
    

    
      In fact, I was secretly overjoyed to have a man who would become a Madman as my brother.
    

    
      Thus, based on my own logic of ‘Isn’t it the duty of a brother to willingly come and help when a brother is in danger?’, 
    

    
      I decided to use the hidden card named Carl in the war against the cult and two days ago, I had hastily departed for Karagas.
    

    
      Although quite a few things happened after I arrived in Karagas.
    

    
      To get straight to the point, as you can see now, Carl gladly accepted my offer of help and boarded the airship to Icata.
    

    
      Carl and his brothers' skills had changed a lot from back then.
    

    
      Especially Carl.
    

    
      He wasn't yet at the level to be called one of the Five Evils (this seemed to require a trigger of some sort, like Ivan).
    

    
      Still, I couldn't close my mouth after seeing him tear apart Grade 2 beasts like trolls with his bare hands and turn them into minced meat.
    

    
      Originally, I planned to find Carl as soon as I arrived in Karagas and then check how much stronger he had become. 
    

    
      It’s a hidden card I’d put a lot of thought into, so it would be a bit disappointing if he was at a lackluster level.
    

    
      I had coldly decided that if he wasn't even at the intermediate Aura Expert level, he would only be a hindrance and I wouldn't bring him.
    

    
      So, the whole way there, I was half worried, half expectant.
    

    
      ‘Just how strong has Carl become?’
    

    
      Finding Carl was easy.
    

    
      Not long after I arrived in Karagas, the Monster Forest seethed for a moment and spewed out a horde of beasts.
    

    
      It was a beast invasion.
    

    
      So I didn't even need to look for him.
    

    
      There were guys who rushed out of the city and were pounding the beasts at the forefront, and it was them.
    

    
      The troubleshooters of Karagas, Carl and his brothers.
    

    
      Was that all?
    

    
      Thanks to that, I got to witness their skills with my own eyes, saving time.
    

    
      Also, I was so surprised and thrilled by their combat prowess, which made me feel foolish for having been so anxious on the way, worrying ‘what if they’re weak’, that I joined them in driving back the beasts without realizing it.
    

    
      Like that, I managed to find Carl + say hello after a long time + check his skills all in one go.
    

    
      We were able to leave Karagas a day earlier than planned and head for Icata.
    

    
      Anyway.
    

    
      During the three-hour airship ride, I told Carl the necessary information.
    

    
      And that included the fact that my identity was Skull Mask.
    

    
      Seeing him keep mentioning Skull Mask without a clue, it seemed Carl was quite surprised too.
    

    
      Yeah.
    

    
      I understand being surprised. 
    

    
      I get it, but,Couldn't you please just be surprised inwardly and shut your mouth already?
    

    
      At this point, I was beginning to suspect his intention was to screw me over.
    

    
      Just as my own temper was starting to rise and I was contemplating whether I should rearrange this bastard’s jaw.
    

    
      [Ah. Good day, passengers. This is your captain speaking.]
    

    
      The in-flight announcement rang out once more.
    

    
      Have we arrived already?
    

    
      I thought, but the content was not the arrival announcement I had expected.
    

    
      [We have currently arrived over Icata, but due to an accident at our destination, Icata, we are currently unable to land under the instruction of the control tower, so we will unavoidably──.]
    

    
      As soon as those words ended, the outside became noisy and chaotic.
    

    
      I looked at Carl.
    

    
      Carl was looking at me at the same time.
    

    
      “Let’s go see.”
    

    
      “Alright.”
    

    
      We went out to the deck.
    

    
      It was already chaotic there.
    

    
      The passengers were all looking down, covering their mouths, unable to hide their shock.
    

    
      They were stomping their feet and shouting, reacting as if they had witnessed something tremendous.
    

    
      Without a second thought, we also leaned against the railing and looked down.
    

    
      Beneath the hazy clouds, a vast city spread out.
    

    
      Among it all, the scene that undeniably caught the eye was.
    

    
      Kwang! Kwang!
    

    
      A skeleton of enormous size, smashing the city.
    

    
      “What is that monster?”
    

    
      To Carl’s mumble, I used [Focused Gaze] instead of an answer.
    

    
      My head had already cooled down.
    

    
      If I wasn't mistaken, the location where that thing was rampaging was where the Ladrier Hotel was.
    

    
      In other words, it meant that thing was currently causing a ruckus right above the cult's secret base.
    

    
      Unless Bishop Laitna had suddenly gone insane, why would she commit the crazy act of summoning a Lord over her own base?
    

    
      It meant something had happened.
    

    
      And my prediction was spot on.
    

    
      ‘They’re in the middle of a battle.’
    

    
      The first thing I saw was the Academy investigation team, fighting to stop the Skeleton Lord.
    

    
      And behind them, I saw Bishop Laitna and a man conversing with her.
    

    
      I magnified my vision again.
    

    
      Pale skin and a resemblance to Bishop Laitna.
    

    
      That bastard must be High Cleric Vallary.
    

    
      And when I shifted my gaze again.
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      I gritted my teeth.
    

    
      I saw a glass sphere floating behind the High Cleric Vallary.
    

    
      And trapped inside it, sealed with only its upper body remaining, was Clatter.
    

    
      I don’t know why Clatter was there, captured in that state.
    

    
      But right now, such reasons didn't matter.
    

    
      “Carl.”
    

    
      “Speak.”
    

    
      “Sorry, but I need your help. Right now.”
    

    
      Seeing me take out a skull mask and put it on my face, Carl nodded without any particular question.
    

    
      “Got it.”
    

    
      After putting on the mask and changing my clothes, I immediately ran across the deck.
    

    
      I stood firmly on top of the engine attached to the side of the airship, which was vibrating and making a loud noise, and looked down.
    

    
      Hwiiiing-
    

    
      An open view.
    

    
      In my vision magnified by [Focused Gaze], I saw High Cleric Vallary, and at the same time, a dagger in my hand swiftly cut through the sky.
    

    
      Shwaaak!
    

    
      Perhaps he didn't expect an attack to come from the sky.
    

    
      Or maybe he was afraid that if he dodged, Bishop Laitna, who was behind him, would get hurt.
    

    
      I couldn't know the reason, but it was a clear fact that High Cleric Vallary’s chest had been pierced.
    

    
      I had been thinking about whether I needed to prepare another shot, but I put away the next dagger I had taken out. 
    

    
      It was because I saw the sealing sphere break and the clatter trapped inside collapse onto the ground.
    

    
      Proof that the bastard Vallary was dead.
    

    
      The problem was what came next.
    

    
      A single scream, filled with a mixture of hatred and sorrow.
    

    
      After that, the Skeleton Lord's black eye sockets turned precisely toward us and it swung the spine it held in its hand.
    

    
      Kwaaaaaa!
    

    
      The deathblow that stretched out surged toward our airship.
    

    
      But.
    

    
      “Haaaaap!”
    

    
      Carl, who had appeared next to me, powerfully thrust out his knuckle-clad fist.
    

    
      The fierce aura that shot out from his fist collided directly with the deathblow.
    

    
      Kwarrrrreung!
    

    
      A deafening roar like a thunderclap, and the violent shockwave that erupted immediately struck the airship.
    

    
      The airship shook back and forth with a blaring red emergency alarm.
    

    
      While the passengers on the deck, who thought they were done for, about to be cut down by the sword qi, screamed ‘kyaak’ and the crew in the bridge struggled to balance the airship.
    

    
      I asked.
    

    
      “Carl. Can you fly by any chance?”
    

    
      “Make sense. That’s impossible.”
    

    
      I see.
    

    
      But it doesn't matter.
    

    
      I had already summoned a Sylph, just in case.
    

    
      I threw him a cloth to cover his face and opened my mouth.
    

    
      “For now, cover your face with that.”
    

    
      Then, in a light tone as if suggesting a walk.
    

    
      “Let’s go down.”
    

    
      And so, before the countless watching stars, we threw ourselves toward the ground.
    

    
      Shwaaaak!
    

    
      Our bodies plummeted mercilessly toward Icata.
    

    
      I glanced back and saw Carl flying with the help of the Sylph, and as soon as I confirmed that, I used [Dagger Shift].
    

    
      My destination was in front of the dagger that had pierced Vallary’s chest and was now stuck in the ground.
    

    
      Sreung-
    

    
      Remembering that Bishop Laitna was near the dagger, I immediately drew Raven and slashed at the spot where she had been.
    

    
      Kuuung!
    

    
      A giant bone finger appeared and enveloped her.
    

    
      “Tsk.”
    

    
      I quickly moved away.
    

    
      “……You. You. You Skull Mask bastard. How dare you.”
    

    
      Bishop Laitna, glaring at me from within the Lord's hand with eyes that could kill.
    

    
      She was so furious she couldn't even speak properly.
    

    
      Does she know I killed High Cleric Vallary?
    

    
      Well, who else uses daggers besides me.
    

    
      Ignoring her, I looked around.
    

    
      ‘There they are.’
    

    
      There were the heads of the Academy investigation team members, staring at me with wide eyes like meerkats, having suddenly fallen from the sky.
    

    
      Among them, her eyes were particularly wide open. Spotting Rachel, I sent a [Whisper].
    

    
      [Report.]
    

    
      [W-wait. You. What? You said you were coming tomorrow?]
    

    
      [Is that important? Report, quickly.]
    

    
      Her skill in reporting to Bishop Lutus was still there; in less than five seconds, she summarized and explained everything that had happened so far.
    

    
      ‘So that’s what happened.’
    

    
      In the meantime, Carl, with the help of the Sylph, landed safely behind me.
    

    
      I opened my mouth to him.
    

    
      “Find my subordinates.”
    

    
      “And you?”
    

    
      “I.”
    

    
      I turned my head and looked at the Skeleton Lord standing tall in front of me.
    

    
      “Will you be okay?”
    

    
      To Carl’s worried question, I answered with a grin.
    

    
      Carl didn't ask any more.
    

    
      He patted my shoulder and launched himself toward the collapsed hotel.
    

    
      Just then, a deep shadow was cast.
    

    
      I glanced up and saw the giant spine that had tried to split the airship in half, this time plummeting toward me.
    

    
      Kwang!
    

    
      I escaped the spot with [Phase Shift].
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      I understand a hundred times over your desire to kill me quickly, but the same goes for me.
    

    
      “It would be troublesome if the higher-ups arrived.”
    

    
      Feeling the countless gazes from afar, from the direction of the royal palace.
    

    
      I raised Raven toward Bishop Laitna.
    

    
      “Seize and swallow, Raven.”
    

    
      Kaaaaah──
    

    
      A black beam of light shot from the crow's wide-open mouth and surged toward Bishop Laitna’s head.
    

    
      This time too, the Skeleton Lord protected her with its hand, but [Power Seizure] mockingly pierced through the bones and impaled Bishop Laitna.
    

    
      Numerous visions entered my mind.
    

    
      From among them, I picked out the one I had already calculated in my head.
    

    
      “……Ugh?”
    

    
      “Don’t overreact. You know there’s no pain.”
    

    
      “What, what was that just now!”
    

    
      “Should I tell you?”
    

    
      Asking that, I turned Raven's head and pointed it elsewhere.
    

    
      And then, I activated it.
    

    
      [Throne of the Skeleton God]
    

    
      A black hexagram spread on the ground, centered on my body.
    

    
      Drip, drip. Bishop Laitna, who was the first to notice the seeping death energy and its sticky concentration, let out a cry of horror.
    

    
      “H-how can you use that?”
    

    
      But she immediately put on a smirk again.
    

    
      “Ha. Haha. Impressive, aren't you? The King of Thieves, indeed. But you fool. That's a sacrificial ritual that’s useless without a high-level undead to sit on the throne!”
    

    
      Why would there be no high-level undead?
    

    
      I gestured with my eyes, silently.
    

    
      Telling her to look closely.
    

    
      Only then did the bishop realize something was strange and followed my gaze, her expression quickly hardening.
    

    
      Padeuk! Padeudeuk!
    

    
      Clatter, engulfed in the energy of death, was rising with a grotesque sound.
    

    
      Gradually.
    

    
      Bigger.
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      The basement of the collapsed hotel was pitch black.
    

    
      Water, perhaps from a burst water tank, came up to his calves and a slight chill could be felt.
    

    
      It seemed they had made a cold storage in the basement.
    

    
      But it must have malfunctioned due to the hotel's collapse, causing the cold air to leak out.
    

    
      Kuuung-
    

    
      Kureureu…….
    

    
      The ceiling shook precariously due to the Skeleton Lord rampaging above.
    

    
      Luis thought.
    

    
      This underground space, which could collapse at any moment, might become his grave.
    

    
      But he still moved.
    

    
      Splashing through the water on the basement floor, he searched for Dayle.
    

    
      “Dayle! Dayle!”
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      “Lu, Luis……?”
    

    
      Luis could hear Dayle's voice.
    

    
      “Day, Dayle!”
    

    
      Finally, Luis was able to find the Dayle he had been so desperately searching for.
    

    
      It was the deepest part of the basement.
    

    
      And that space was filled not with water, but with ice and glaciers.
    

    
      Dayle was there.
    

    
      Buried in a thick glacier, he had one arm out and was barely looking toward where Luis was.
    

    
      In front of him stood a towering frozen statue and Luis instantly realized it was a block of ice formed as a Death Knight froze.
    

    
      But he didn't care.
    

    
      As soon as Luis found Dayle, he stepped onto the ice sheet and ran towards him, buried within.
    

    
      “Dayle. What happened.”
    

    
      “Ha. Haha. You came. As you can see, this is what happened. So, sorry. Jaygie. I couldn't save her.”
    

    
      Dayle forced the muscles of his stiff face to move and managed a smile.
    

    
      Cold breath seeped out from between his pale, trembling lips, and at that sight, Luis had to suppress a surge of emotion.
    

    
      “There's nothing to be sorry for. You did your best. Thanks to you, Miss Jaygie is safe.”
    

    
      “I-is, is that so? That's a relief. I knew I'd……do it. Keuheuheu.”
    

    
      Dayle gave a thumbs-up with the only hand he had sticking out.
    

    
      But his firmly frozen fingers wouldn't straighten as he willed.
    

    
      “Damn it……”
    

    
      “Hoo. Dayle. Can you get out? I’ll help you.”
    

    
      “You. You're injured.”
    

    
      Dayle's eyes fell on Luis’s blood-stained shoulder.
    

    
      “I'm fine.”
    

    
      Luis grabbed Dayle's hand and pulled him up.
    

    
      The pain from his shoulder made him dizzy and for a moment he almost lost his mind, but Luis quickly held on to his senses and gritted his teeth.
    

    
      It was obvious what had happened without even seeing it.
    

    
      He must have fired a Frost Bullet to subdue the Death Knight, but failed to control the power and distance, getting caught in the aftermath.
    

    
      “Luis.”
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      Dayle suddenly forced his hand out of Luis's grasp. 
    

    
      Luis tried to grab his hand again, but Dayle slapped his hand away.
    

    
      “Dayle……?”
    

    
      As Luis looked at him with a gaze full of bewilderment at the unexpected action.
    

    
      “Hoo-uk. Hoo-uk. R-run.”
    

    
      Dayle said in a low voice.
    

    
      “……Pardon? What do you mean by that? We have to get out together, don't we?”
    

    
      “Then we both die. That bastard, he’s not dead.”
    

    
      Luis looked at the Death Knight trapped in the ice.
    

    
      It was just as Dayle said.
    

    
      Though frozen into a statue, the Death Knight’s eyes still shone with a brilliant light from within, staring at the two of them.
    

    
      “That bastard. He, he’s aiming for us. Hoo-uk. The ice on him will break before I can be pulled out, and the moment he’s out, he’ll rush to kill us. Even you, in your injured state, won't be able to stop a Death Knight.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “So…… r-run. And live. And tell the boss how I. How this Da, Dayle fought for Shadow, and what a help I was. Hehehehe……!”
    

    
      Smiling forlornly, Dayle glanced at Luis and tilted his head.
    

    
      Luis just stood there, looking down at him.
    

    
      “Hey. Lu, Luis? What are you doing just standing there? H-hurry up and run……!”
    

    
      “……You’ve changed a lot too, Dayle.”
    

    
      “What……?”
    

    
      “When we first met, you were a con man who only cared about himself. Do you remember?”
    

    
      Wrinkles formed on Dayle’s brow.
    

    
      They had spent time living and struggling together. 
    

    
      Just by looking at Luis’s expression, he already knew what choice he was about to make.
    

    
      “Hey…… r-really. Are you going to be like this till the end, you? I wanted to be cool at the end, but can't you just listen to me for once without ruining the mood, would it ki, kill you……?”
    

    
      “I’m sorry, but you’re too foolish. I don’t think I can grant that request.”
    

    
      Luis stood up.
    

    
      “Hey…… Hey……! Luis! What are you? Doing now! Luis! Luiiis……!”
    

    
      “Dayle. Do you think I would abandon you and run?”
    

    
      “Th-think rationally, you punk! Shadow! The boss?”
    

    
      Dayle stretched out his only arm and screamed.
    

    
      However, Luis had already made up his mind.
    

    
      “I am being more rational than ever right now, Dayle.”
    

    
      ‘One time is enough for that damn memory of abandoning a comrade and running away.’
    

    
      Muttering that inwardly, Luis tightly gripped the longsword in his hand and looked at the ice statue.
    

    
      At the same time.
    

    
      Chaaaang!
    

    
      The ice statue that had been restraining the Death Knight shattered.
    

    
      Kwang-!
    

    
      Caught in the force that exploded from within, shattered pieces of ice flew in all directions.
    

    
      Among those ice shards was the Death Knight, freed from its bonds, and the tip of its sword was aimed precisely at the space between Luis's eyes.
    

    
      At lightning speed.
    

    
      “Heup!”
    

    
      Luis, who had anticipated it, raised his sword, but perhaps because he had already exhausted too much stamina.
    

    
      ……At the last moment, his shoulder wouldn't tense up.
    

    
      Luiiiiis──!
    

    
      “Ah.”
    

    
      Just at that moment when the space between Luis’s eyes and the tip of the Death Knight’s sword met.
    

    
      Kwang!
    

    
      A sudden force came flying and sent the Death Knight flying.
    

    
      Like a puppet with its strings cut, the Death Knight flew at an incredible speed and was embedded deep into the wall.
    

    
      Luis and Dayle stared at the scene with dumbfounded expressions.
    

    
      Luis, who came to his senses first, turned his gaze to where the force had come from.
    

    
      “You’re Luis?”
    

    
      There stood a man with a cold appearance, holding the pose of a just-thrown punch.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Parnaci closed the restaurant door and stepped out into the plaza.
    

    
      Perhaps because it was late at night. 
    

    
      There were almost no people in the plaza.
    

    
      He brought a chair, placed it on a protruding stone, and sat down.
    

    
      It was the spot with the best view of the plaza and his restaurant, a place Parnaci usually sought out to rest.
    

    
      But now, he wouldn't be able to see it anymore.
    

    
      “The last time……”
    

    
      Parnaci suppressed his sorrow, gripping the sword in his hand and went over everything to see if he had forgotten anything.
    

    
      He left a letter for his employees, and one for Jaygie.
    

    
      Also, one for Luis.
    

    
      He had also told his long-time friend, a wealth manager, in advance. 
    

    
      That if he were to die suddenly, all his assets should be transferred to Jaygie.
    

    
      That's right.
    

    
      Parnaci was sitting here with the resolve to die.
    

    
      He would fight Dorian’s gang head-on and save Jaygie.
    

    
      Of course, the chances were slim.
    

    
      Parnaci himself had been a mercenary in the past and he had developed an eye for people since then, but he had never seen anyone as dangerous as them.
    

    
      So Parnaci knew well that there was no chance of winning this fight.
    

    
      As proof, his whole body was trembling from the fear of death.
    

    
      But, he didn't want to be a shameful father.
    

    
      You never know until you try.
    

    
      Who knows?
    

    
      Maybe a god, moved by my courage, will grant me a miraculous power.
    

    
      ‘Of course, I’ll die in this fight.’
    

    
      If only he could save Jaygie.
    

    
      That was enough.
    

    
      And so, Parnaci waited for death.
    

    
      The night deepened.
    

    
      The plaza grew empty.
    

    
      He didn't know how long he had waited, but Parnaci was starting to sense that something was strange.
    

    
      “……Why aren’t they coming?”
    

    
      He checked his wristwatch.
    

    
      The appointed time had long passed.
    

    
      Yet, Dorian’s gang did not appear.
    

    
      ‘Did something happen to them on the way?’
    

    
      He thought he had heard something collapsing from a distant spot just a while ago.
    

    
      Seeing faint smoke rising from the sky in that direction, it seemed a fire had broken out.
    

    
      ‘Could it be true?’
    

    
      Though he knew the probability was low, a desperate Parnaci earnestly prayed for his imagination to become reality.
    

    
      That all the bad guys would die off and only his daughter Jaygie would escape safely and return to him.
    

    
      He dreamed such a dream, if only for a moment.
    

    
      “Dad?”
    

    
      Did the dream really become reality?
    

    
      Parnaci turned his head.
    

    
      A lone silhouette stood tall above the darkened plaza, looking at him.
    

    
      “……Huh?”
    

    
      Parnaci rubbed his eyes.
    

    
      Because that silhouette looked exactly like Jaygie.
    

    
      He must have gone crazy from desperation.
    

    
      Even so, to see a hallucination of his daughter…….
    

    
      Just as he was thinking that, she walked over, step by step.
    

    
      “Dad……”
    

    
      Wiping her tears with both hands.
    

    
      “Dad…… Sob. Dad……!”
    

    
      She runs towards him.
    

    
      “……Jaygie?”
    

    
      Parnaci still wore a face of disbelief.
    

    
      He stares blankly at the sight, like a man whose soul had left him.
    

    
      But, his body is already moving.
    

    
      Tears stream down like a broken faucet, he falls to his knees and he opens his arms wide, preparing to embrace her.
    

    
      “Daaaaad!”
    

    
      And Jaygie, who came running.
    

    
      Deobsseok!
    

    
      He pulls her into an embrace as if to break her.
    

    
      “Jaygie!”
    

    
      “Dad! Sob!”
    

    
      “H…… How. Is it really you? Is it really my daughter?”
    

    
      “Sob……!”
    

    
      “Oh, heavens. Thank you, God. If this is a dream, I hope I never wake up……”
    

    
      Parnaci lovingly caressed the face of Jaygie in his arms, checking again with his eyes, whispering his fatherly affection.
    

    
      “What happened? Huh!? Where were you!”
    

    
      “Sob. The Ladr, Ladrier Ho, Hotel…… But Luis oppa……”
    

    
      Her words were hard to understand, drenched in tears, but the moment he heard the name Luis, Parnaci’s head felt as if it had been hit by a hammer.
    

    
      “Lu, Luis?”
    

    
       “Luis' brother is in danger!”
    

    
      “Jaygie. Wait in the shop and don’t move. I’ll be right back.”
    

    
      “D-Dad!”
    

    
      Without needing to hear more, his body moved.
    

    
      He already knew of the Ladrier Hotel, and only then did all the puzzles fit together.
    

    
      Because the direction where he had heard the loud noise and seen the smoke rising was where the Ladrier Hotel was located.
    

    
      But after running only a short distance, Parnaci had no choice but to stop dead in his tracks.
    

    
      His face, as he lifted his head and stared somewhere, was completely transfixed.
    

    
      “……Tha, that’s.”
    

    
      Behind the towering clock tower.
    

    
      Kung!
    

    
      Kuuung!
    

    
      Two giants were fighting.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Luis, who had dealt with the Death Knight with Carl's help, froze stiff at the scene that unfolded as soon as he got outside.
    

    
      Starting with the Ladrier Hotel, the entire area was a complete mess.
    

    
      It looked as if a hurricane had swept through.
    

    
      And behind the collapsed castle wall.
    

    
      Geuaaaa──
    

    
      Kwaaaang!
    

    
      Two giants made of bone were fighting, swinging their respective weapons.
    

    
      “Th-this is crazy! Shit! What the hell is that!”
    

    
      Dayle, who came out belatedly on Carl's back, also burst out cursing in surprise as soon as he saw the sight.
    

    
      Luis, who quickly came to his senses, swiftly covered his mouth.
    

    
      “Carl. Let's move for now.”
    

    
      “Mm.”
    

    
      Indeed, despite it being the middle of the night, there was a huge crowd around.
    

    
      It was as if all the citizens living in Icata had gathered in one place.
    

    
      They were all watching the battle of the giants fighting outside the city walls and the Capital Defense Force was even moving around to control them, so there was a risk of being exposed.
    

    
      It didn't matter for Luis, but Dayle without his eye patch and Carl with his lower face covered by a cloth looked suspicious to anyone.
    

    
      They moved and arrived at the rooftop of a quiet building.
    

    
      “That. Is that Clatter right now? And the one riding on its shoulder is the boss? Really? For real?”
    

    
      “Hoo. For now…… it seems so.”
    

    
      “Wow. The boss is really……”
    

    
      Dayle couldn't continue his words and just swallowed hard.
    

    
      That was a battle of a completely different world.
    

    
      A fight between beings he had never seen nor heard of before.
    

    
      Perhaps the legendary struggle between the great hero Aidan Frey and the Great Demon Angmar looked just like that.
    

    
      So he couldn't control his pounding heart.
    

    
      His breathing became ragged and his hands were slick with sweat.
    

    
      He wanted to shout right here.
    

    
      That the person under the pouring moon, whom everyone was watching with eyes of awe and fear, was their boss.
    

    
      That the organization he leads is Shadow, and that place is his home.
    

    
      But, he holds it in.
    

    
      Because even without doing so, he was already screaming.
    

    
      ‘Over there. The boss.’
    

    
      With trembling eyes, they fixed their gaze on the fight of Clatter, who had become a Skeleton Lord, and Gerard, the Skull Mask, who was riding on top of him.
    

    
      And so, nobles and commoners. Knights and mages. Thieves and hero cadets.
    

    
      And even the father of a child.
    

    
      Receiving the gazes of the countless citizens that make up Icata.
    

    
      The prelude to a legendary battle, one that would make the name of Shadow resonate across the continent once more, was beginning.
    

    
      “Let’s go, Clatter.”
    

    

  
    Chapter 168: Chapter 168

    
      Chapter 168 : Battle of the Giants (2)
    

    
      I pride myself on having fought quite a few battles after my possession.
    

    
      Kwang!
    

    
      Kwang!
    

    
      In lush forests and mountains, of course, but also urban warfare amidst buildings and underwater combat.
    

    
      Even aerial combat, flying through the sky.
    

    
      Kuuung!
    

    
      But, what should I call this kind of battle?
    

    
      A giant battle?
    

    
      Geuooooh!
    

    
      No. A giant battle is a giant battle for them.
    

    
      What the hell kind of fight am I fighting, running around like my ass is on fire on top of these giants who are fighting a desperate battle that shakes the very earth?
    

    
      Kwakwakwa!
    

    
      Right.
    

    
      I was currently running on top of Clatter’s outstretched forearm.
    

    
      Because I needed to move over to the Lord.
    

    
      Tadadak!
    

    
      The Lord took a step back to avoid Clatter’s fist, but I jumped from that fist and successfully landed on the Lord’s rib cage.
    

    
      My destination was its shoulder.
    

    
      To be precise, it was Bishop Laitna, who was standing tall on top of it, looking down on me arrogantly.
    

    
      Chwaang!
    

    
      Then, a long piece of bone suddenly jutted out from below.
    

    
      It was the bishop’s dark magic, used to knock me off the Lord's body and as I momentarily lost my balance, the Lord’s fist came flying at me in succession.
    

    
      They really won't leave me alone.
    

    
      I had no choice but to jump down.
    

    
      Simultaneously, the Lord's fist slammed into the rib I had been standing on just a moment ago. 
    

    
      He hit it so hard that I could see the rib cracking.
    

    
      However, it recovered in an instant.
    

    
      On the other hand, I was in a free fall toward the ground.
    

    
      Just before hitting the ground, I took out my wire shooter and fired a harpoon.
    

    
      Pakang-!
    

    
      The harpoon would obviously bounce off without piercing the Lord's bone.
    

    
      So the target was the small gap between the pelvic bone and the femur. 
    

    
      The fired harpoon passed right through it and anchored itself, and my falling body came to a halt, naturally ending up dangling in mid-air.
    

    
      “Kill him! Step on him and kill him!”
    

    
      Bishop Laitna, having spotted me, pointed her finger and shouted in a shrill voice.
    

    
      Geuooo!
    

    
      Damn it. 
    

    
      The Skeleton Lord, having received the bishop’s command, tries to kick at me as I hang from the wire.
    

    
      However, this battle isn't a 2 vs 1. 
    

    
      Clatter wasn't one to just stand by and watch.
    

    
      Kwaaaang!
    

    
      Clatter's fist exploded right into the Skeleton Lord’s jaw.
    

    
      The Lord's body tilted to the right.
    

    
      Clatter’s attack didn’t end there. 
    

    
      It grabbed the tilting Lord's shoulder and arm and then with its foot, it swept the Lord's leg as if sweeping the ground.
    

    
      The description is long, but this entire sequence was a chain of movements as fluid as water yet as instantaneous as lightning.
    

    
      By then, I had already descended to the ground from the wildly shaking wire and when I turned around, the Skeleton Lord's body was losing balance and toppling over.
    

    
      Kuuung──!
    

    
      The Skeleton Lord fell and became one with the ground.
    

    
      And I was safe, having landed on the ground.
    

    
      After that.
    

    
      Ppagak!
    

    
      It was completely Clatter's showtime.
    

    
      Peok! Peoeok! Peok!
    

    
      Clatter, having climbed on top of the Lord's body, rained down a crazy series of pounds on the Lord's head.
    

    
      Kwang! Kwang!
    

    
      It struck so hard that I thought a barrage of cannonballs was falling from above.
    

    
      The ground shook left and right as if an earthquake had occurred and the surrounding trees, unable to withstand the wind pressure, were bent into an ‘L’ shape or uprooted and sent flying.
    

    
      The situation was such that it was impossible to even identify what had happened to the Lord with the naked eye due to the cloud of dust that billowed up.
    

    
      But I wonder if there was any need to check.
    

    
      ‘It ended sooner than I thought.’
    

    
      I was certain of our victory.
    

    
      Well, in a way, it was an obvious result.
    

    
      The Skeleton Lord was being strengthened and enlarged through the vision called [Throne of the Skeleton God].
    

    
      To put it simply, it was a skill where ‘who sits’ on the throne determined everything.
    

    
      Of course, not just anyone could sit on the throne.
    

    
      The qualified beings are high-level undead who have risen to divinity as the king of their race. 
    

    
      In the first place, it's a seat only a Skeleton King can take, and Skeleton Kings are fundamentally immensely powerful beings.
    

    
      However, there are differences in strength between individuals.
    

    
      On top of that,
    

    
      ‘Their origins are also damn important.’
    

    
      A Skeleton King is a high-level undead born with a one-in-a-thousand chance, but Clatter is an irregular that transcends the undead race itself.
    

    
      Its very foundation is different.
    

    
      Therefore, that result was a natural outcome for me.
    

    
      Kwang!
    

    
      I was trying to end it as quickly as possible anyway, so it was a relief.
    

    
      I had thrown them outside the city walls to create some distance from Icata, but the royal family wasn't one to just stand by and watch undead fight.
    

    
      They would be preparing a unit to subjugate both ancient undead by now.
    

    
      They might have already deployed for all I know.
    

    
      It's unfair to me, but from the royal family's perspective, I was also just a target for elimination, a threat to the nation.
    

    
      I was a wanted man in the first place.
    

    
      But, it looked like the fight was going to be longer than I expected.
    

    
      Gyaut-
    

    
      Clatter, which had been continuously delivering pounds, suddenly stopped punching and tilted its head.
    

    
      Then it abruptly stood up, grabbed the Lord's leg, and kicked it below the kneecap.
    

    
      Ppagak!
    

    
      The Lord’s shinbone shattered and fell off.
    

    
      When Clatter took it and swiped it once with its hand, with a sound like nails on a chalkboard, the end of the shinbone was sharpened, and its size and shape were strangely similar to a dagger.
    

    
      And it looked ahead.
    

    
      ──Surprisingly, the Lord’s skull, which had been pummeled by the continuous pounds, was perfectly fine.
    

    
      “……What the?”
    

    
      Even I muttered in disbelief.
    

    
      What happened?
    

    
      It’s well-known common sense that a skeleton’s weak point is its skull. 
    

    
      So Clatter's fighting style was flawless.
    

    
      ‘Is the Lord’s skull insanely hard?’
    

    
      It's true that receiving the power of the Skeleton God raises the strength of all its bones immensely.
    

    
      ‘But shouldn’t that be the same for Clatter……?’
    

    
      The proof was the kick just before.
    

    
      Clatter had kicked the Lord's shin, breaking it in two and then used it to make its own weapon.
    

    
      Clatter, also sensing something was wrong, changed its attack method this time.
    

    
      Instead of its fist, it imbued its own Sagi into the dagger made from the Lord's shinbone and struck down.
    

    
      However, the Lord didn't just take it this time either.
    

    
      It swung its spine and began to counterattack.
    

    
      Kwang!
    

    
      The two bone weapons clashed with a roar.
    

    
      It was then that I was able to see it.
    

    
      The fact that the Lord's leg, which had been broken in half by Clatter's kick, had already regenerated.
    

    
      ‘Don’t tell me?’
    

    
      I turned my gaze to the spot where the Skeleton Lord had been lying just a moment ago and seeing the debris scattered there, I could confirm that my suspicion was correct.
    

    
      ‘It was repaired.’
    

    
      It was obvious whose doing it was.
    

    
      Bishop Laitna.
    

    
      The moment the Lord's skull cracked or shattered, she would immediately repair the gap with necromancy. 
    

    
      The speed and effectiveness were so astonishing that I hadn't noticed.
    

    
      ‘Right, fine. So you didn’t get the bishop title in a lottery, huh?’
    

    
      She was freely controlling the Skeleton Lord, which had the destructive power of a siege weapon, while simultaneously handling both offense and defense.
    

    
      But that siege weapon would never break.
    

    
      Theoretically, the combination is invincible.
    

    
      If so, there is only one thing I have to do.
    

    
      And that is to eliminate Bishop Laitna.
    

    
      My body moved at the same time I formulated the plan.
    

    
      I magnified my vision with [Focused Gaze] and searched for Bishop Laitna’s position. 
    

    
      She was still on the Lord’s shoulder blade.
    

    
      Kwakwakwakwa!
    

    
      Now that I looked, her appearance was quite grotesque. 
    

    
      Her lower body below the thighs was connected to the Lord's shoulder, which was probably how she could use necromancy and dark magic without shaking despite such violent movements.
    

    
      ‘What kind of mental fortitude did she use to endure Clatter’s pounding in that state? Fists bigger than her own body were raining down right next to her.’
    

    
      Does she have guts?
    

    
      Well, it doesn't matter either way.
    

    
      Being fixed like that might make for a smooth ride, but she wouldn't be able to move her body.
    

    
      I immediately summoned a Sylph.
    

    
      Bishop Laitna, even while repairing the Lord, was checking on me on the ground from time to time.
    

    
      In other words, I had only one chance.
    

    
      Tadadak!
    

    
      As I ran towards Clatter, I sent the Sylph flying over the Skeleton Lord's head.
    

    
      Then, when my vision was briefly obscured by Clatter.
    

    
      [Phase Shift]
    

    
      I switched places with the Sylph.
    

    
      Thus, my position was in the air, precisely above the Skeleton Lord's head.
    

    
      I could see the top of Bishop Laitna’s head, who was looking down and constantly glancing around as if searching for me.
    

    
      Sreung──
    

    
      I drew Raven.
    

    
      Using the Lord's skull as a foothold, I leaped towards Bishop Laitna and swung Raven.
    

    
      From top to bottom.
    

    
      The moment I was about to split her in half.
    

    
      “……?”
    

    
      Faster than that, her body was sucked downward.
    

    
      “What!?”
    

    
      I was so flabbergasted that I looked at Raven without thinking.
    

    
      Was it a fake?
    

    
      It wasn't.
    

    
      Fortunately, I could see a small red drop of blood on the blade.
    

    
      I cut her.
    

    
      But, I couldn't finish her off completely.
    

    
      Unfortunately.
    

    
      Geuaaaa!
    

    
      And, the price for missing the opportunity was horrific.
    

    
      “Damn it.”
    

    
      The Skeleton Lord turned its head and was looking at me.
    

    
      A falling fist.
    

    
      I threw my body to dodge, but it swung its fists indiscriminately and even swung its spine towards its own body.
    

    
      To an outsider, it might look as if the Lord had gone mad and was self-harming and it certainly seemed to be true that it was mad.
    

    
      Mad because its anger had reached its peak.
    

    
      “Uwaaak!”
    

    
      Clatter tried to help me by stabbing with its dagger, swinging its fists and kicking, but the Lord didn't care if its body broke and attacked, looking only at me crawling on its body.
    

    
      Kwaaaang!
    

    
      “Fucking hell!”
    

    
      These guys were seriously pissed off.
    

    
      I had no choice but to throw a dagger towards the ground below and immediately use [Dagger Shift] to get out of there.
    

    
      Clatter, also fed up with the Lord, kicked the creature's massive body to create distance.
    

    
      A brief standoff followed.
    

    
      Naturally, the parts of the Lord that were cut and hit by Clatter were being perfectly repaired.
    

    
      ‘I have to find Bishop Laitna.’
    

    
      Circumstantially, it seemed she was hiding inside the Lord's bones, using them as a passageway to move around.
    

    
      It was a truly bizarre ability, but for the one facing it, there was no answer.
    

    
      ‘To stop that damn infinite repair, I have to kill the bishop. The problem is, I don't know where that bishop is. What kind of bullshit situation is this…… Huh? Wait a minute. Find her?’
    

    
      Find her……?
    

    
      At that moment, one item flashed through my mind.
    

    
      I quickly opened my subspace and took it out.
    

    
      And after putting it on my finger, I quickly climbed Clatter's body and got onto his shoulder.
    

    
      ‘Tracker's Seal’
    

    
      Right.
    

    
      The artifact I stole from Ivan's hand while saving him during the last part of the final exams.
    

    
      At the time, it already contained my personal information, and I stole it to prevent my identity from being exposed.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      ‘To think I’d end up using it like this.’
    

    
      To track someone, you need their information, but that doesn't matter.
    

    
      Because I already have it.
    

    
      When I brought the seal on my finger to Raven's blade, the blood of Bishop Laitna on the blade seeped into the seal.
    

    
      And when I infused mana into it.
    

    
      Jiiiing──
    

    
      A light shot out from the seal, pointing to one part of the Lord like a laser pointer.
    

    
      That was the bone where Bishop Laitna was hiding.
    

    
      “The lower jawbone. It’s there, Clatter.”
    

    
      Simultaneously, Clatter’s body elongated.
    

    
      [Ghost Step], performed with its giant body.
    

    
      In just three steps, Clatter reached the front of the Skeleton Lord, shoved the dagger under the Lord's chin, and then.
    

    
      In that state, it reversed its grip on the dagger and twisted it strongly outward.
    

    
      And then.
    

    
      Kwajik!
    

    
      The separated jawbone flew into the sky.
    

    
      The light from the seal was following it precisely.
    

    
      Confirming that, I leaped, holding Raven.
    

    
      The Skeleton Lord's hand reaches out to grab me.
    

    
      Bingeul-
    

    
      I spun my body and narrowly slipped through the gaps between its fingers, my body precisely cutting through the jawbone in front of me.
    

    
      “Lion Slash.”
    

    
      I saw it.
    

    
      Between the cross-sections of the bone fragment split into two pieces, a falling head.
    

    
      Thump!
    

    

  
    Chapter 169: Chapter 169
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      I didn't need to visually confirm Bishop Laitna's death.
    

    
      The moment I landed on the ground, an immense euphoria surged through my body.
    

    
      Level up.
    

    
      It was the pleasure felt when leveling up consecutively.
    

    
      Furthermore, the Skeleton Lord's abnormal behavior that immediately followed was also proof that the bishop was dead.
    

    
      Berserk.
    

    
      It was because its mental link with its caster had been severed.
    

    
      From Skeletons to Skeleton Knights.
    

    
      The Lord, having indiscriminately summoned undead made of bone, began to march them towards Icata, where countless life forces could be felt.
    

    
      No. It was about to.
    

    
      Thwack!
    

    
      Clatter's flying knee kick, which flew like an arrow, landed squarely on the Lord's temple.
    

    
      Thwack! Thwack!
    

    
      After that, it was a one-sided beatdown.
    

    
      The Skeleton Lord, having lost its reliable healing factor in Bishop Laitna, couldn't even resist and was smashed into the earth, getting miserably crushed and shattered, literally dismantled.
    

    
      The final blow was to drive the dagger deep into the Lord's broken jawbone.
    

    
      With a crunching sound, the tip of the dagger protruded from the other side of the skull.
    

    
      Cracks spread out from the dagger and with a flash of light from the crevices, the skull shattered and exploded.
    

    
      Boom!
    

    
      A perfect annihilation.
    

    
      As the Skeleton Lord was annihilated, the skeletons that were just rising to march on Icata all turned to dust and scattered in the wind.
    

    
      The sight was quite a spectacle.
    

    
      Shwaaaa──
    

    
      And so.
    

    
      We, Shadow, had won the war against the Beltus Cult.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      I opened my eyes.
    

    
      Sunlight seeped faintly through the gap in the curtains.
    

    
      It was dawn, but this world, just like Earth, had longer summer days than winter.
    

    
      Was it natural, since this was a world inside a game made on Earth?
    

    
      ‘The way they mix English, Korean, and Chinese characters is also similar.’
    

    
      Following my stream of consciousness, I started to wash up.
    

    
      Shwaaa-
    

    
      After roughly wiping the sleep from my eyes and just gargling.
    

    
      I changed into my activity clothes and went outside.
    

    
      The start of my dawn routine.
    

    
      Tap! Tatak!
    

    
      While running my jogging course, I would occasionally meet a few other kids running, but it seemed the vacation had truly begun.
    

    
      With some kids having gone back to their hometowns, there was no one else running but me.
    

    
      Come to think of it, the Academy itself feels desolate.
    

    
      It feels quiet and subdued.
    

    
      ‘It’s been a while since it’s been this peaceful.’
    

    
      The moderately blowing wind feels refreshing.
    

    
      Once a decent amount of sweat had built up, I sat on the bench I always sat on and caught my breath for a moment.
    

    
      Then, as if it had been waiting, I felt a presence behind me.
    

    
      Swish, swish!
    

    
      Glancing at him sweeping with a constant rhythm, I smirked.
    

    
      [The request?]
    

    
      The man disguised as a janitor, Luis, didn't answer.
    

    
      He was stubbornly just doing his job.
    

    
      So I stubbornly threw a joke.
    

    
      [Hey, Luis. Do you dare to ignore your Master's question?]
    

    
      […….]
    

    
      [Answer me. The cult’s request? You brought it, right?]
    

    
      [……Please stop joking. There’s no way there’s a request from the cult.]
    

    
      In the end, I burst out laughing and chuckled to myself.
    

    
      [Is it funny?]
    

    
      [Oof! Keuk keuk keuk!]
    

    
      [You’ve relaxed quite a bit. To think you’re joking around so openly when others could be watching.]
    

    
      [It’s fine. I already checked with Detection. No one’s here.]
    

    
      [No matter how outstanding the Master's Detection is, this is the Academy. There are professors, so please be careful.]
    

    
      At his serious tone, I quickly hid my laughter.
    

    
      [Got it. Mysterious handsome man.]
    

    
      [……Haaah.]
    

    
      [If the man with the mysterious appearance, Sir Luis, says so, I must comply.]
    

    
      Watching him tremble while holding the broom, I burst out laughing again as if I’d never stopped.
    

    
      The mysterious handsome man.
    

    
      This mystical yet somewhat cheesy nickname was an epithet given to Luis during the fight with the cult 5 days ago, an event later named the ‘War of Villains’ by the royal government.
    

    
      I don't know how much we laughed amongst ourselves when we heard it.
    

    
      Once at the ridiculous name, ‘War of Villains’.
    

    
      And again at Luis's, in a different sense, fantastical epithet.
    

    
      We even gathered at Lunatic, drinking and having a pretty serious debate, so that says it all.
    

    
      Was this mysteriousness an epithet given in reference to his skills of disguise and imitation?
    

    
      Or was it because of his looks?
    

    
      It was obviously the former, but Dayle strongly insisted it was the latter to tease him.
    

    
      [……Please stop.]
    

    
      Of course, as you can see, the person in question, Luis, absolutely detested this epithet.
    

    
      “Phew. Ah. Too funny.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      I shook my head.
    

    
      [Alright, alright. I'll stop. So, any special notes?]
    

    
      Luis calmly began his report.
    

    
      After the betrayal of the Beltus Cult (which I was going to do first anyway), the long-term contract with the cult was terminated, and the reporting procedures changed.
    

    
      It was generally divided into two matters. 
    

    
      The first matter was the regular guild report on Shadow's administrative issues or financial situation, just like before.
    

    
      Honestly, it would be a lie to say I wasn't worried.
    

    
      It's a given that a lot of money goes into rebuilding a guild.
    

    
      Fortunately, it's still the beginning stages since we properly started our activities and the scale isn't large, so there won't be any huge expenses for now, but.
    

    
      It’s a given that having enough seed money creates that many more opportunities.
    

    
      As a contingency, I created and am running a cover bar called Lunatic, but the reality is that Lunatic’s sales are far from enough to cover all the funds.
    

    
      However, Mr. Parnaci resolved all these worries in one go.
    

    
      [Mr. Parnaci is investing in our guild?]
    

    
      [That is correct. Furthermore, he said he has already finished preparing to introduce us to his trustworthy contacts. Looking at the list, it ranges from local influential figures to renowned merchants, and I judge that our financial situation will greatly improve if we sell information to them or take on construction jobs.]
    

    
      Greatly improve?
    

    
      He calls it an investment, but this meant he would take on everything from promotion to acting as an intermediary and a point of contact.
    

    
      ‘Just like when he used his old restaurant as an information post.’
    

    
      With Mr. Parnaci’s connections, secrecy and trust were more or less guaranteed.
    

    
      If the system was properly established, we could earn much more money than when we dealt with the cult.
    

    
      It’s a given.
    

    
      We had to one-sidedly wait for the cult's requests, but with this, we earn as much as we receive.
    

    
      It was a structure where the more you worked, the more it connected to money.
    

    
      [The royal government?]
    

    
      After the regular report, I was receiving reports on rumors spreading throughout the nation and various other news.
    

    
      Well, I could hear outside news through daily papers like the Royal Dream in here, but the accuracy and speed of the news were different, so to speak.
    

    
      In Luis's case, he sometimes investigates himself, but he said there's a lot of quality information he hears while selling drinks at Lunatic.
    

    
      Since the regulars are nobles, he sometimes hears information that hasn't even been made public yet, which is an advantage I hadn't thought of.
    

    
      In addition to this, Mr. Parnaci is also helping.
    

    
      [It’s still the same.]
    

    
      [Yeah? Still the War of Villains?]
    

    
      [Yes. It’s in full swing. It’s very hot. I cautiously speculate that it will probably die down after 2 weeks.]
    

    
      Luis said that all the upper-class people who come to Lunatic also talk about the War of Villains and Shadow.
    

    
      Well, I even think it was a spectacular debut stage.
    

    
      [Also…….]
    

    
      As I was listening to the report, a thought suddenly occurred to me and I asked,
    

    
      [But how's Dayle doing? Is the frostbite on his left arm okay?]
    

    
      [Yes. He is taking hot baths in water boiled with the Liola Herb you mentioned, and he is getting remarkably better.]
    

    
      A satisfied smile naturally formed on my lips.
    

    
      After the War of Villains ended, I heard the whole story from Luis about why this war happened and how it was fought.
    

    
      The loyalty Mr. Parnaci showed and Luis’s decision to declare war on the cult, unable to betray that loyalty.
    

    
      And, Dayle’s spirit of sacrifice, throwing himself into a desperate battle with the Death Knight for the success of the operation.
    

    
      [That's a relief. Tell him to keep doing it, the Liola Herb is good for frostbite.]
    

    
      After finishing his business, Luis naturally moved away, once again engrossed in his sweeping.
    

    
      I stared blankly at his retreating back, then looked up at the sky.
    

    
      A clear sky without a single cloud.
    

    
      Now that my relationship with the cult has been severed, I could get rid of this secret act, but I've had a valuable experience that sudden changes arouse suspicion, so I decided to maintain this charade for another half a year.
    

    
      But, this is what’s important.
    

    
      That the cult is now gone.
    

    
      That I have escaped from this tedious relationship that had threatened my life since I was possessed.
    

    
      What was important was that the life-threatening, precarious tightrope walk of having one foot in the Academy and one in the cult was finally over.
    

    
      I won solely through my own efforts.
    

    
      And thanks to that, I lived.
    

    
      I lived.
    

    
      Yes.
    

    
      I lived.
    

    
      I barely hold back a surge of emotion.
    

    
      My habitual use of [Detection] and my senses didn't pick up anyone, but just.
    

    
      It would look weird to be crying on such a good day.
    

    
      Laughing would be one thing.
    

    
      “Hehehe.”
    

    
      It felt like all the efforts I had made to overcome the death flag were being rewarded.
    

    
      Come to think of it, all the people left around me now could be said to be the result of those efforts.
    

    
      Of course, I know it's too early to celebrate.
    

    
      Even if I overcame the death flag, that was only what was officially covered in 'Heroes of Frey's' main story.
    

    
      The fate of this world has long since deviated from 'Heroes of Frey's' mainstream and formed a new branch.
    

    
      As long as I remained in this Academy and acted as the Skull Mask, a new death flag could be raised at any time.
    

    
      ‘Still…….’
    

    
      This pleasant feeling of liberation is hard to describe.
    

    
      ‘Should I run a little more?’
    

    
      After pleasantly finishing my jog and returning to the dormitory.
    

    
      I saw a daily paper, brought by a staff member, stuck in the crack of each room's door.
    

    
      The nation’s largest newspaper company, the Royal Dream.
    

    
      I picked it up familiarly and went inside.
    

    
      “This must be what Luis was talking about.”
    

    
      The very first page had an article about us, Shadow.
    

    
      As I was reading through it, I saw a familiar name.
    

    
      Reporter, Luslo.
    

    
      Unless it was a different person with the same name, this was the only reporter I was acquainted with.
    

    
      The article he covered was an interview, and the subject was Baron Dyman, a Captain of the Capital Defense Force's City Guard and a Villain Behavior Analyst.
    

    
      A Villain Behavior Analyst.
    

    
      Curious as to what he would have said about us, I sat up properly and began to slowly read down.
    

    
      Luslo - Thank you for your valuable time, Baron Dyman.
    

    
      Dyman - Nice to meet you.
    

    
      Luslo - You mentioned that you know Shadow well. Could you please briefly explain about them?
    

    
      Dyman - It was a long time ago. It must have been 12 years ago, when I was a trainee. You might not know, reporter, but back then, Shadow’s influence was quite formidable among us nobles.
    

    
      Luslo - Why is that?
    

    
      Dyman - Because the item they use for business is information. From public information to an individual's private secrets. Well, that's one thing, but the problem is, isn't the basic framework that this thing called information must be based on objective facts?
    

    
      Luslo - I suppose so? If it's false information that's not a fact, there's no reason to buy it with money.
    

    
      Dyman - Right! But those bastards fabricated that very information and sold it. Fraud. On top of that, they ruined the image of nobles and even tarnished their honor. That's why they were our enemies.
    

    
      Luslo - I see.
    

    
      Dyman - Then I can answer the second question on the list you gave me, ‘Is Shadow truly a villain group?’. That's right. They are villains. The group is made up of thieves in the first place, so this isn't even worth questioning.
    

    
      Luslo - You said they are a villain group. In that case, how would you compare them to the new pseudo-religion that worships an evil god, the Beltus Cult?
    

    
      Dyman - What is there to say? There's only a difference in degree, but the two are the same. In fact, if you look at the terror cases reported and filed at the Academy, the cult and Shadow have acted together until now. In other words, they are the same kind of bastards.
    

    
      Luslo - I heard they did a lot of good deeds in the past.
    

    
      Dyman - Bullshit. Even if it were true, that's just falling for their propaganda and image-making. It's a trick to hide behind innocent citizens by pretending to be good. As an expert, I know their psychology well.
    

    
      Luslo - But in reality, it wasn't the Central Knights, the Magic Corps, or the Capital Defense Force where you are, Baron, but Shadow who protected Icata and its citizens. What are your thoughts on this?
    

    
      Dyman - That right there is a subjective analysis that's caught up in the result, obscuring the core issue. Well, I don't know what kind of conflict there was between the cult and the thieves, but it was originally a war between those two groups. It's just that it happened to look like they were saving Icata by chance! I emphasize again, Shadow is a cunning villain group. I hope you are never fooled by their benevolent mask.
    

    
      Luslo - In that case, lastly, in that critical situation, the Central Knights and the Magic Corps, who have a duty to protect their country, were nowhere to be seen. Do you happen to know anything about this, Baron?
    

    
      Dyman - Ahem. My throat hurts. We'll end the interview here.
    

    
      I chuckled and held my stomach.
    

    
      “This guy is hilarious.”
    

    
      Still, it's an analysis befitting a Villain Behavior Analyst.
    

    
      I haven't heard his name in the game, but he has a rather sharp side.
    

    
      Just as I was putting the name of the new figure, the Captain of the City Guard, Baron Dyman, into my head and looking at the Royal Dream again.
    

    
      The subject of Luslo’s next interview was a name I knew well.
    

    
      Luslo - Hello, Professor Chaser. It's an honor to meet you.
    

    
      Chaser - Haha. Yes. Nice to meet you.
    

    
      It was none other than my supervising professor, Chaser Idna.
    

    
      He was close with Section Chief Baron and one of the few professors at the Academy that I personally had a favorable impression of.
    

    
      I wonder, what kind of view does he have of Shadow?
    

    
      I was curious about his thoughts.
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      Luslo - Professor Chaser, you were actually at the scene, weren't you?
    

    
      Chaser - Yes. I was.
    

    
      Luslo - Then did you actually come face to face with the thieves of Shadow?
    

    
      Chaser - I saw them.
    

    
      Luslo - I see. As you know, Professor, public interest in Shadow has been growing day by day since the War of Villains. As a result, the evaluations of them are varied. Some denounce them as villains, while others praise them as heroes who protected the citizens. What are your thoughts, as someone who saw them in person? Were they truly villains? Or heroes?
    

    
      Chaser - Hmmm. The way I saw them at the Ladrier Hotel, they were far from villains. Villains don't perform altruistic acts like saving lives and evacuating people at the cost of their own lives.
    

    
      Luslo - Oh. Then does that mean, Professor, that you consider them heroes…….
    

    
      Chaser - However. It's also difficult to definitively call them heroes. If we do, it becomes hard to explain the various acts of terror they've committed at the Academy in the past. It doesn't make sense for their past evil deeds to disappear just because they did one good deed, right?
    

    
      Luslo - That's true.
    

    
      Chaser - So the important thing isn't this dichotomous way of thinking of whether they are villains or heroes, but what path they will take from now on. If we focus on that, I believe we will naturally come to understand their tendencies, what their purpose is, and whether they are good or evil.
    

    
      I raised the corners of my mouth.
    

    
      Chaser might hold the title of supervising professor right now, but his main affiliation was still with the Central Knights.
    

    
      It seemed he had answered as objectively as possible while trying to maintain his convictions, but after saying something like this, he was bound to be called into the Central Knights Headquarters and get an earful.
    

    
      “It must mean our image isn't the absolute worst.”
    

    
      Not only Chaser Idna, but some citizens also seemed to view us favorably.
    

    
      Perhaps many of them were people who had been staying at the Ladrier Hotel or those who had witnessed my final battle with Clatter with their own eyes.
    

    
      “Nothing more to see.”
    

    
      Aside from the interview, it was all news I had already heard from Luis, so I folded the Royal Dream and tossed it roughly onto the desk.
    

    
      I washed off the sweat with cold water and had the leftover sandwich from yesterday for a meal.
    

    
      It was vacation, so there were no lectures, and it was a day with no particular appointments.
    

    
      Ah. There is one.
    

    
      I was scheduled to meet Rachel later this evening to receive a report.
    

    
      The Beltus Cult had lost to the all-but-destroyed Shadow, not even the Academy, and was chased out of their secret base in the sewer aqueduct, and even lost their forward base, the Ladrier Hotel.
    

    
      Having completely lost their footing in Icata, no one knew what kind of impulsive action those bastards might take.
    

    
      Of course, I couldn't predict it either.
    

    
      As I've said, the flow of this world's fate had long since deviated from 'Heroes of Frey's' mainstream.
    

    
      That's why I needed Rachel.
    

    
      Rachel was currently the only member of the Beltus Cult remaining active in Icata.
    

    
      In fact, she was still maintaining contact with the cult, and she was periodically informing me of what schemes they were plotting.
    

    
      Well, that absolutely doesn't mean she has become a member of our Shadow or that I have any plans to accept her.
    

    
      I couldn't rule out the possibility that the fact she was betraying the cult to help me could be exposed.
    

    
      Also, the most important problem was that the ‘Seed of Lilith’ was planted in her body.
    

    
      As long as I didn't know when it would sprout, it was wise to keep a moderate distance for now.
    

    
      ‘Considering the main story, it should be about time for it to sprout…….’
    

    
      This too, I couldn't be sure of, since the future had become unknown.
    

    
      So we were in a clear transactional relationship, maintained by our mutual interests.
    

    
      In any case, she wanted to borrow my hand to kill Bishop Lutus and for now, she was useful to me.
    

    
      The best way to end this was for me to kill Bishop Lutus before the Seed of Lilith sprouted, and tie up this ambiguous relationship first.
    

    
      ‘Come to think of it, when on earth is she going to give us the request? I can’t deal with the bishop unless she makes the request, can I?’
    

    
      It had been a while since she said she would make the request when she had confirmed my skills and was confident in us, but there was still no answer from Rachel.
    

    
      There's no way she's still not confident in my skills by now.
    

    
      ‘After I’ve shown her so much.’
    

    
      I've already caught two bishops.
    

    
      Isn't that more than enough verification?
    

    
      ‘I should ask her when we meet later.’
    

    
      There was still a lot of time until then, so I sat at my desk, opened a notebook and began to organize my goals and future plans as I remembered them.
    

    
      “First, Shadow's financial problem is solved, so……”
    

    
      In fact, now that the contract with the cult is gone, there's no reason for me to remain at the Academy.
    

    
      But the reason I insist on this double life is largely twofold.
    

    
      The first is to support the growth of the kids, including the protagonist Ivan, while fending off the threat of the cult.
    

    
      The second is to scout for talent to bring into our Shadow from within this Academy.
    

    
      ‘There's no place easier to find useful kids than here.’
    

    
      Countless talented individuals gathered from all regions of the nation.
    

    
      My radar is constantly active, aimed at them.
    

    
      The target is someone who doesn't carry the fate of their family or have a grand goal of achieving something in life, but has a decent amount of talent.
    

    
      One person has already decided.
    

    
      Yuria, of course.
    

    
      Raised by my own hand since the beginning of the school year, she is already considered my right-hand woman and a member of Shadow.
    

    
      And the next one, there's a kid I've been keeping an eye on recently, but.
    

    
      ‘I need to watch that one a little longer.’
    

    
      I've never even had a proper conversation with them, so I plan to approach them during the vacation period to find out more.
    

    
      Also, since the main stage of 'Heroes of Frey' is, without a doubt, Frey Academy, it's not bad to remain here and keep the cult in check.
    

    
      There are various other reasons, and if I were to list them one by one, it would be endless, but.
    

    
      To be honest, it's because of affection.
    

    
      The two reasons I wrote above are, in a way, excuses for this.
    

    
      That's how precious these relationships I've made here are to me.
    

    
      You might think, what an unfitting thing for a thief to say, who must be cool-headed and rational at every moment, not knowing when his identity as a thief will be discovered and his life threatened.
    

    
      But, I'm not a real thief.
    

    
      I'm a transmigrator who happened to be possessed by a thief and struggled to survive, and before that, I was just an ordinary young man, a single human being.
    

    
      Just as the members of Shadow are important to me, the connections I've made here are also important.
    

    
      Starting with Section Chief Baron and Professor Ilai, to Chaser Idna and Ronica Jasmine.
    

    
      Yuria and Ivan.
    

    
      Gwyn Gaiard. And, though I hate to admit it, Karina Zain, for whom I seem to have developed a fond annoyance.
    

    
      And the other first-year juniors, the student affairs staff, and so on.
    

    
      Of course, I know that the moment my identity as a thief is revealed, these relationships will be severed, and I know that I won't be able to hide this secret until I die, that it will be discovered someday.
    

    
      ‘It's just my greed, I guess.’
    

    
      Still, compared to when I was taking requests from the cult, life is much more livable now.
    

    
      ……is how I console myself, but it seems this bastard named me still hasn't had his head screwed on right.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Two more days passed since then.
    

    
      My life doesn't change much.
    

    
      During the day, I look after the kids at the Academy and at night, I train alone or occasionally come down to Lunatic to handle Shadow's affairs directly.
    

    
      Carl left for Karagas yesterday.
    

    
      I didn't try to hold him back.
    

    
      It would be a lie to say I didn't feel the desire to recruit him at all, but the place Carl needs to be right now is Karagas, not here.
    

    
      Blood.
    

    
      Carl and his brothers were the only ones in Karagas who could keep those bastards, a subordinate organization of the Darkness Council, in check.
    

    
      Just by keeping Blood in check, it would be as if one of the Darkness Council's arms was tied, so they wouldn't be able to run rampant as much as in 'Heroes of Frey'.
    

    
      That alone was enough help from him.
    

    
      “Call me anytime you need my help, Gerard.”
    

    
      Also, even without being bound by a sense of belonging to a guild, Carl was the type of guy who would come running if I called.
    

    
      I thought this kind of relationship was good for now and that it was the right one.
    

    
      The cult side was still silent.
    

    
      According to Rachel, they are undergoing a major internal reorganization and the only order she received was to wait quietly and monitor the situation at the Academy.
    

    
      From that, it didn't seem like they were preparing any additional terror attacks.
    

    
      Oh, so I asked her when she was going to request the assassination of Bishop Lutus and she said ‘a little later’.
    

    
      But the way she answered seemed evasive, which was strange, but I let it go.
    

    
      It's not like I have anything to lose anyway.
    

    
      And for Rachel to have a change of heart now, she's already crossed too many rivers to turn back.
    

    
      Anyway, the cult suffered quite a lot of losses after being defeated in this War of Villains.
    

    
      Not only did they lose a forward base necessary for operations, but they also lost two bishop-level assets.
    

    
      But it wasn't all just losses for them, because the nation was still in an uproar from the aftermath of the War of Villains.
    

    
      Right. It's been a week, and it's still going on.
    

    
      The embers of the War of Villains are still burning brightly.
    

    
      The funny thing is, those flames have grown even bigger than before.
    

    
      It’s true, on the day of the War of Villains, a secret banquet was held to welcome the safe return of the 2nd Prince and the fact that half of the forces that should have been protecting the capital were used to guard that banquet hall was exposed in detail by an anonymous source.
    

    
      The content was as follows.
    

    
      The response of the royal family and the nobles after the report that the Ladrier Hotel was being attacked by a pseudo-religious cult came in.
    

    
      And how, when they should have been quickly dispatching troops to swiftly suppress the crisis, they were busy ensuring their own safety first, and the various gaps and delays that resulted from it.
    

    
      The various irresponsible statements, unbecoming of nobles, that were made at the time of the incident.
    

    
      When these things came to light, the citizens were enraged, the voices criticizing the royal family and nobles grew louder, and protests broke out, centered around the victims of that day.
    

    
      From the cult's perspective, this was an entirely unintentional ‘thank you’.
    

    
      The nation was walking into turmoil on its own.
    

    
      The internal reorganization might just be an excuse and they could be waiting for that turmoil to grow even bigger.
    

    
      ‘Then the anonymous person who exposed the secret banquet could be someone from the cult's side?’
    

    
      I was analyzing the current situation from various angles when I checked the time and shot up.
    

    
      “Oops. I’m late.”
    

    
      She must be waiting again.
    

    
      I quickly left the dormitory, and it was just as I thought.
    

    
      In front of the main gate, Yuria was standing demurely, looking at me.
    

    
      “Sorry.”
    

    
      “For what?”
    

    
      “I made you wait again.”
    

    
      Yuria took out her watch and checked it.
    

    
      Then she showed me the time.
    

    
      “You came out at exactly 10 o'clock, senior. Here, look. You’re not late.”
    

    
      I scratched under my chin and smiled awkwardly.
    

    
      “That’s not it, I was planning to go to the girls' dormitory and wait for you first this time.”
    

    
      “Does it matter who waits? The important thing is that we met.”
    

    
      It could sound like a meaningful statement with many implications, but since it was Yuria who said it, I decided not to read too much into it.
    

    
      “By the way, did you hear the news?”
    

    
      “About what?”
    

    
      And so, we were walking and talking about the behind-the-scenes story of the ‘secret banquet’ that the Royal Dream had focused on today, which I had just been thinking about.
    

    
      “It's kind of strange that it's so quiet here when the outside world is in an uproar…… huh?”
    

    
      I saw quite a few cadets gathered in front of the Central Fountain bulletin board.
    

    
      “What is it? Did something happen?”
    

    
      “I don't know.”
    

    
      “Let's go see. I was just talking about how quiet the Academy was. I must have jinxed it.”
    

    
      “Pfft.”
    

    
      Yuria, who let out a small laugh, shook her head.
    

    
      “It's probably nothing.”
    

    
      I thought so too, so honestly, I didn't think much of it until then.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      The moment I started walking towards the bulletin board and the kids who noticed my presence turned to look at me, I realized something was wrong.
    

    
      The pupils of the kids staring at me were wide.
    

    
      And the emotions contained within them were shock and disbelief.
    

    
      The crowd parted.
    

    
      Walking through the gap, I was finally able to see it.
    

    
      A single, large photograph posted on the bulletin board.
    

    
      And the moment I saw it, I could understand their reaction.
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “W-what…… is this, senior……?”
    

    
      Yuria, who saw the picture, called out to me, stuttering, which was unlike her.
    

    
      But, I couldn't answer.
    

    
      Because──,
    

    
      In that photograph, was a picture of me, standing and holding the Skull Mask.
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      “Wh-what is this, Senior?”
    

    
      Yuria asked from beside me.
    

    
      But, I actually wanted to be the one asking.
    

    
      What is this?
    

    
      Why would someone post a doctored photo here?
    

    
      My head grew cold as if doused with ice water and at the same time, the muscles in my face stiffened.
    

    
      I could tell immediately that it was a doctored photo.
    

    
      The background in the picture.
    

    
      It was one of the jogging courses I ran every day, but since it was a black-and-white photo, I couldn’t tell if it was day or night. 
    

    
      Still, I had never passed through that place while on a job.
    

    
      I was certain.
    

    
      Because [Memory and Understanding], one of my traits, had already sifted through all my memories, compared them with the photo, and concluded that it was ‘false.’
    

    
      In the first place, I had never once taken off the skull mask during a job, nor had it ever been forcibly removed.
    

    
      I put on all my gear before leaving the dormitory, and I don’t take it off until I’m back inside.
    

    
      “Senior.”
    

    
      I looked into Yuria’s eyes.
    

    
      She still couldn’t hide her bewilderment, but it wasn’t because she suspected me.
    

    
      It felt like she was bewildered by the situation itself.
    

    
      “Ah. Did you call me Yuria?”
    

    
      “Yes. This…….”
    

    
      “I don’t know either. What is this? For a prank, it’s gone too far. This feels disgusting.”
    

    
      After saying that, I tore the photo from the bulletin board and threw it into a nearby trash can.
    

    
      However, I soon realized it was a futile act.
    

    
      Copies of the photo were posted on every bulletin board on campus.
    

    
      ‘They’re really determined to screw me over. Hoo. What kind of son of a bitch is this?’
    

    
      I thought things would finally get easier after overcoming the death flags and winning the war against the Beltus Cult.
    

    
      No one immediately came to mind as to who could have done this.
    

    
      But more important than the culprit’s identity was their intention.
    

    
      Whether they simply wanted to screw me over.
    

    
      Or if they did this because they really knew my true identity.
    

    
      ‘Well, seeing as they doctored the photo, it’s highly likely they don’t know.’
    

    
      Then do they just want to screw me over? Was this done out of simple emotion?
    

    
      ‘Someone who holds a personal grudge against me, a cadet.’
    

    
      Who could that be?
    

    
      Asuka Raymond, who was jealous of me.
    

    
      And Karina Zain, with whom I growled at every time we met.
    

    
      These two were the faces that immediately came to mind.
    

    
      ‘Ah. There’s that person too.’
    

    
      The head of the Psychology Department, Allen Desico.
    

    
      When it came to the degree of dislike for me, no one could match this person.
    

    
      ‘But given his personality, he’s not the type to pull such a petty trick.’
    

    
      And the same went for Asuka Raymond and Karina Zain.
    

    
      It’s one thing for them to be envious and jealous of me, but to think it would go so far as to frame me as a villain and try to bury me, I couldn’t help but shake my head.
    

    
      ‘If it’s not these three…….’
    

    
      It must be someone else who has unknowingly nurtured a grudge against me.
    

    
      In any case, there was no denying that things had become quite troublesome.
    

    
      ‘I heard strange rumors were already circulating because I wasn’t seen during the final evaluation’s night invasion and didn’t participate in the investigation team this time. This is getting annoying…….’
    

    
      Thinking that far, I raised my head at an idea that flashed through my mind.
    

    
      ‘No way. Was the one who spread these rumors the same person who spread the doctored photo?’
    

    
      It was a plausible guess.
    

    
      So I smirked inwardly.
    

    
      While I was busy dealing with Shadow and the Cult and couldn’t pay attention to the Academy, they had been preparing quite a few things.
    

    
      That person. They picked one hell of a time.
    

    
      In any case, there was nothing I could do right now.
    

    
      Just dismiss it as a groundless rumor and act as I always did. 
    

    
      It was obvious that reacting seriously and trying to deal with it here would only backfire and I judged that to be what the person who orchestrated this situation wanted.
    

    
      So that day, I spent my time with Yuria as originally scheduled and at night, I spent it on personal training.
    

    
      All without knowing that the flames of the rumor were spreading at a rapid pace due to the posted photo.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The rumor first started with a question someone raised.
    

    
      ‘Come to think of it, where is Senior Gerard?’
    

    
      After the final evaluation invasion was over.
    

    
      This question, thrown out among the cadets who had gathered to clean up the area, created a small ripple in the calming lake.
    

    
      ‘Right? I haven’t seen Senior Gerard since this evening.’
    

    
      ‘Maybe he’s somewhere else?’
    

    
      ‘I didn’t see him when they did the headcount after the situation was resolved either.’
    

    
      The cadets showed considerable interest in this question.
    

    
      Because, until now, Gerard had never been absent from any crisis that occurred at the Academy.
    

    
      Gerard had always taken the lead in resolving incidents and by doing so, he quickly shed his image as a failure and became the center of the Academy’s attention.
    

    
      But to hear that Gerard was absent at such an important moment, it wasn’t unreasonable for the cadets to find it strange.
    

    
      Up to this point, it was just concern and a little curiosity, like ‘Did something happen to Senior Gerard?’
    

    
      But not long after, at the joint funeral held at the Mausoleum.
    

    
      Someone who saw the bandage under Gerard’s shirt brought this up.
    

    
      ‘Senior Gerard’s arm is injured.’
    

    
      And.
    

    
      ‘Oh, really? That’s strange. I heard the Skull Mask that Supervising Professor Chaser missed also had an injured arm.’
    

    
      The ripples in the lake grew uncontrollably.
    

    
      ‘Hey guys, did you hear? The Skull Mask who fought the Skeleton Lord that day. I heard he fell from the airship at first! My friend who was on the airship with him told me!’
    

    
      ‘But, do you know where that airship came from? The west of the Empire.’
    

    
      ‘Senior Gerard said he was leaving for the west of the Empire, skipping the investigation team and all. Isn’t this a bit of a coincidence?’
    

    
      And now, back to the present.
    

    
      The black-and-white photo of Gerard holding a skull mask in one hand perfectly punctuated the rumor that had been subtly spreading among the cadets.
    

    
      For the cadets who were on the fence, the photo was perfect, undeniable evidence.
    

    
      And the cadets who had scoffed at it as a groundless rumor either maintained a neutral stance or were completely swayed and came to suspect Gerard after seeing the photo.
    

    
      “Wow. How could he? I was completely fooled.”
    

    
      “The sense of betrayal is insane, for real.”
    

    
      “I know, right. Still, he could at least make some kind of excuse, why is he staying silent?”
    

    
      “Hey, are you stupid? What is there to say? Nothing, right? With irrefutable evidence posted on every bulletin board, what can he say? He’s probably just waiting for the right moment to run away.”
    

    
      The rest area next to the training hall.
    

    
      In that place, prepared to cool off from the heat of training, several cadets had gathered, and another kind of heat was blooming.
    

    
      The topic of conversation was the theory of Gerard being the Skull Mask, which had become a hot potato as of yesterday.
    

    
      “But for us, whatever, but what about Yuria? She must be having a hard time.”
    

    
      “What can you do? It’s just pitiful.”
    

    
      At those words, a male cadet sitting on a rock chuckled.
    

    
      “What’s so pitiful? It’s foolish. Hey, didn’t all hell break loose earlier too?”
    

    
      “Huh? What happened?”
    

    
      “Ah, Rosa, you wouldn’t know since you’ve only been at the training hall for an hour. Earlier this morning, Grand brought up the same thing we were just talking about. But Yuria heard him.”
    

    
      “Ah…….”
    

    
      “I don’t need to tell you what happened after that, right?”
    

    
      The female cadet called Rosa nodded.
    

    
      She had thought it was strange that one of the training machines, which had been fine until yesterday, was smashed, and was about to ask about it.
    

    
      But she understood the situation without having to ask.
    

    
      The continuous gossip about Gerard.
    

    
      Unable to bear it any longer, Yuria couldn’t bring herself to smash Grand, so she smashed an innocent training machine instead.
    

    
      After that, she threw everything aside and went back to the dormitory.
    

    
      The male cadet, who had briefly summarized the morning’s events, sighed deeply and shook his head.
    

    
      “They’ve been sticking together for the whole first semester, so she’s completely brainwashed. But, you know, escaping is also a matter of intelligence, isn’t it, Rosa?”
    

    
      He came off as a real jerk, but the female cadet didn’t voice it and just nodded her head.
    

    
      “Ah. Y-yeah. You’re right.”
    

    
      “Seeing her deny reality even when there’s evidence like this, I guess Yuria is pretty stupid, unlike how she looks.”
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      “Pfft.”
    

    
      A chuckling sound was heard from above their heads.
    

    
      However, the sound was so faint that the cadets, focused on their conversation, failed to notice it.
    

    
      That’s right.
    

    
      They didn’t know it, but there was already another woman in this rest area besides them.
    

    
      She wasn’t intentionally hiding and eavesdropping.
    

    
      She had just come there first to rest.
    

    
      Lying on a tree branch, she, Rachel, glanced down below before clasping her hands behind her head again.
    

    
      “Sheesh, the most frightening ones are the ignoramuses who know nothing.”
    

    
      A cold sneer hung on her lips, directed at them.
    

    
      “Pathetic, so pathetic.”
    

    
      To equate Skull Mask with Gerard.
    

    
      Living her life, she was now experiencing something this absurd.
    

    
      Rachel was someone who had met and experienced both of them.
    

    
      Not to mention Skull Mask, she had also observed Gerard for a long time and clashed with him from the perspective of a Dark Priest.
    

    
      So she also had her own sense of pride.
    

    
      That she was the one at this Academy who understood both of them the best.
    

    
      ‘As someone like me, I can declare that the two are absolutely not the same person. They can’t be.’
    

    
      She admitted that Gerard was an amazing guy.
    

    
      From saving the Academy from crisis multiple times, to his skill in surviving the Cult’s focused terror attacks several times.
    

    
      And his achievement of single-handedly capturing Papamus, a bishop of the Demon Council, as a mere cadet.
    

    
      He had clearly shown the demeanor and ability befitting a recipient of the Honorary Merit Medal, and there was no denying that he was, in name and reality, the Academy’s best cadet and a popular star.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      ‘Compared to Skull Mask, he’s just a brat.’
    

    
      Rachel had worked on the same side as both Gerard and Skull Mask and had observed them from close proximity.
    

    
      Well, they had something in common.
    

    
      That they gave their comrades a sense of reassurance.
    

    
      However, Skull Mask added one more thing to this.
    

    
      And that was overwhelming trust.
    

    
      Skull Mask had never once failed to keep the words he spoke.
    

    
      It felt like some kind of truth, one could say.
    

    
      Even stories that seemed impossible or absurd, he casually made them a reality and every time he did, Rachel felt a strange sort of palpitation.
    

    
      It was the same this time.
    

    
      When he declared war on the Cult, Rachel had wanted to stop him.
    

    
      A mistake made in a fit of emotion after being enraged by Guartes’s death.
    

    
      It was unlike him, but he was still human.
    

    
      She thought he had made such a mistake.
    

    
      But he pushed through.
    

    
      This time too, he turned the seemingly impossible story he had spoken into reality.
    

    
      Rachel still couldn’t forget.
    

    
      The tremor and the heat she felt on the scene.
    

    
      Boom! Baang!
    

    
      When she thought of Skull Mask summoning a Skeleton Lord just like Laitna and crushing Bishop Laitna, her heart still pounded and her body grew hot.
    

    
      Gerard, who made the cadets tremble with anxiety by going through a life-or-death struggle just to catch Papamus, who was weaker than Laitna.
    

    
      On the other hand, Skull Mask, who overwhelmed Laitna from beginning to end the moment he appeared, once again imprinted absolute trust in his subordinates.
    

    
      She felt sorry for Skull Mask just for being compared to him, but what?
    

    
      Skull Mask’s identity is Gerard?
    

    
      ‘Ridiculous.’
    

    
      Another scoff.
    

    
      The black-and-white photo they thought was irrefutable evidence, Rachel, of course, did not believe it.
    

    
      ‘It must be doctored.’
    

    
      Either by stitching photos together.
    

    
      She had no knowledge of photography, but since the Frey Empire was advanced in magitech, she thought she might find a special camera with such a function if she looked for it.
    

    
      ‘But it’s starting to get on my nerves.’
    

    
      Below, they were still talking about Skull Mask and Gerard.
    

    
      At first, she found their actions amusing, albeit absurd, so she just listened quietly.
    

    
      But somehow, the level of their delusion was getting more and more out of hand.
    

    
      Especially every time they compared Skull Mask and Gerard and claimed the two were a perfect match, Rachel’s mood soured little by little.
    

    
      ‘These guys, I’ve been letting them talk but they’re crossing the line. There’s a limit to delusion, are these guys looking down on the Master of Shadow?’
    

    
      Comparing him to a mere cadet?
    

    
      Just as the fed-up Rachel cleared her throat and jumped down from the tree.
    

    
      “What are you guys talking about? Let me in on it too…….”
    

    
      Piercing through Rachel’s laugh as she acted out her characteristic frivolity.
    

    
      A sharp voice echoed through the rest area.
    

    
      “Hey. You guys.”
    

    
      All eyes in the place turned there.
    

    
      And there.
    

    
      “Try saying what you just said again in front of me. What? That Gerard person is Skull Mask?”
    

    
      There stood Karina Zain with a cold expression, her arms crossed.
    

    
      “Are you all collectively insane? Do you take Gerard for a joke?”
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      A heavy silence descended upon the rest area.
    

    
      Everyone there, with grim faces and yet fearful eyes, looked at the woman leaning against a tree.
    

    
      Karina Zain.
    

    
      Though they were in the same year, not a single one of them had ever spoken to her directly.
    

    
      The saying that birds of a feather flock together wasn’t for nothing.
    

    
      Not all classmates were the same, and the cadets with top grades stuck together.
    

    
      On top of that, Karina was of the bloodline of a great family, the Ducal Zain family.
    

    
      To those with mid-to-low grades and no connections or background to speak of, Karina Zain was a being on a higher plane, someone from a different world.
    

    
      Wouldn’t Karina probably not even know their names?
    

    
      ……They were correct.
    

    
      In reality, despite being in the same year, Karina Zain knew neither their names nor their faces.
    

    
      “Hey.”
    

    
      And Karina’s murderous gaze fixed on someone.
    

    
      The recipient was the male cadet who, until a moment ago, had been sitting on a rock, running his mouth nonstop and leading the gossip about Gerard.
    

    
      “What’s your name, you?”
    

    
      “Me. Me……?”
    

    
      “Yeah, you, the one who looks sly and obnoxiously pretends to be handsome. What’s your name?”
    

    
      A moment later, a ‘pfft-’ sound of a snort came from behind.
    

    
      A direct insult in front of his friends.
    

    
      But there was nothing he could do.
    

    
      “I-I never pretended to be handsome. Haha.”
    

    
      Just forcing an awkward smile and trying to act as if nothing was wrong was all he could do.
    

    
      But he couldn’t help the blush that spread across his face.
    

    
      “Didn’t you hear me? I asked for your name.”
    

    
      “M-my name is Jez. Karina. During the final evaluation last week, I took the test in the seat behind you…….”
    

    
      “Do I need to know that?”
    

    
      “W-well, no, but. We’re still classmates…….”
    

    
      For a moment, a cold smile formed on Karina’s lips.
    

    
      “Really? Then, my dear classmate Jez. You were talking about some pretty interesting things earlier, want to say them again? You said Gerard was what, Skull Mask?”
    

    
      “N-no? I never said anything like that.”
    

    
      “Lying……? You want to be buried without anyone knowing?”
    

    
      “I-it’s true. Ahem.”
    

    
      Sensing a crisis, Jez tried to lie, but upon seeing Karina’s face instantly turn cold, he changed his tune and confessed the truth.
    

    
      “Why is Gerard the Skull Mask?”
    

    
      “Ah. Karina, you must not know yet. You see.”
    

    
      Karina’s brow furrowed slightly as she watched Jez excitedly open his mouth as if he had forgotten everything.
    

    
      Of course, Karina was also aware of the rumors circulating among the cadets.
    

    
      How could she not know?
    

    
      She was the most sensitive to Academy news, interests, and trends.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      ‘Pfft! Gerard is Skull Mask? Who’s spouting such nonsense?’
    

    
      She had immediately dismissed it.
    

    
      From her perspective, it was a natural reaction.
    

    
      Why?
    

    
      Because she herself was the one who had been thoroughly embarrassed after asserting that same nonsense.
    

    
      She had already suspected Gerard long ago and had concluded that he wasn't him.
    

    
      She had even used the Zain family’s treasure, the ‘Eye of Truth,’ so she was certain.
    

    
      No.
    

    
      Even without the ‘Eye of Truth,’ the person named Gerard, whom she had watched while hovering around him, was definitely not some thief like Skull Mask.
    

    
      And so.
    

    
      “Hey. From now on, you all listen carefully to what I have to say.”
    

    
      Karina was not pleased with this situation, which was the exact opposite of her judgment, and she warned them.
    

    
      “That Gerard person is not a thief. Got it?”
    

    
      “N-no. Karina. I mean, the rumor.”
    

    
      “Ah! I don’t give a damn about the rumor, so shut up. Did you understand? Huh?”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “You don’t know me? I’m Karina Zain, Karina Zain. Don’t tell me you guys don’t know what kind of place the Ducal Zain family is?”
    

    
      Jez, startled, quickly waved his hands.
    

    
      “N-no!? Of course I know.”
    

    
      The Zain family, for generations, was a family of evil eradication, judging demons and throwing villains in jail.
    

    
      And Karina was a blood relative of that family.
    

    
      “If you say he’s not, then he’s not, Karina. Hehe.”
    

    
      Karina smiled with satisfaction at Jez’s excessively fawning attitude, as if he’d forgotten everything. 
    

    
      But she didn’t stop there and met the eyes of each and every cadet gathered in the rest area, warning them.
    

    
      “I’ve memorized all your faces, so if you spread the same nonsense from now on and it reaches my ears, then.”
    

    
      Her smiling expression turned cold in an instant.
    

    
      “I’ll take it as you ignoring me and my name.”
    

    
      “……!”
    

    
      “So, did you all understand that?”
    

    
      “Y-yes!”
    

    
      “Of course! We understood perfectly!”
    

    
      “Then stop fooling around and hurry up and go train. What, are you here to play? Did you book the whole rest area? Huh?”
    

    
      As if they had been waiting for it, the cadets shot up and fled to the training hall.
    

    
      Karina, who had been sneering at their backs, spoke to the one person still remaining without even turning her head.
    

    
      “Hey. Wanna go to the Lodge Café?”
    

    
      The one person standing there blankly, Rachel, pointed a finger at herself.
    

    
      “Huh? M-me?”
    

    
      “Then who? Is there anyone else here besides you and me, Rachel?”
    

    
      Rachel stared blankly at Karina for a moment before bursting into a peal of laughter.
    

    
      “Kya-hat. That’s true!”
    

    
      “Still as foolish as ever.”
    

    
      But unlike her words, Karina let out a small laugh.
    

    
      “So. Are you going or not? Do you have anything to do today?”
    

    
      “Huh? Nooo?”
    

    
      “Then you can attend to me.”
    

    
      She said, and then strode ahead.
    

    
      Her tone and actions were still as selfish as ever, but Rachel wasn’t offended at all.
    

    
      She had already worked with Karina several times and they had overcome crises together many times.
    

    
      She had figured out Karina’s personality long ago.
    

    
      So, it was rather strange.
    

    
      Her telling me to attend to her was her way of asking me to hang out with her today.
    

    
      She had never been friendly before, so Rachel found Karina’s attitude toward her a bit unfamiliar yet strange, and on one hand, a little heartwarming.
    

    
      ‘The way she said my name earlier, too. Did that girl eat something weird?’
    

    
      But as I said, I had nothing better to do.
    

    
      And thinking I might get lucky and fish out some information about the Zain family to pass on to Skull Mask, Rachel moved toward Karina.
    

    
      “Hey. What are you doing? Hurry up.”
    

    
      “Kyahaha! Sorry! Let’s go together!”
    

    
      And, for some reason, I didn’t dislike it.
    

    
      Even though she’s a bitch.
    

    
      Watching her school those cadets just now might have unknowingly created a sense of inner closeness.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      At the same time, in the Vice-Dean’s office located in the main building.
    

    
      The department head-level professors, summoned by the Vice-Dean’s emergency call, had gathered.
    

    
      The matter concerned the photos that had been posted on every bulletin board since yesterday.
    

    
      “What’s the situation?”
    

    
      At the Vice-Dean’s question, Personnel Officer Rodrig answered.
    

    
      “All the posted photos have been collected and incinerated. We’ve issued a gag order to the faculty and staff, and we’ve also made an announcement to the cadets, but…… to be frank, it will be difficult to completely stop the words from getting out. It has already spread too far.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “Also, we’ve found that such a rumor had been spreading secretly among the cadets for some time before this.”
    

    
      “Is that so?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      As he said that, Officer Rodrig glanced at the man sitting across from him.
    

    
      “……That’s why it seems the Student Affairs Office was already aware.”
    

    
      At that, the Vice-Dean looked at the man she had glanced at and asked.
    

    
      “Is that true?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      Receiving the Vice-Dean’s glare, Officer Baron nodded with a stiff face.
    

    
      “We were already aware.”
    

    
      A deep furrow formed on the Vice-Dean’s brow.
    

    
      It wasn’t that he didn’t understand Officer Baron’s position.
    

    
      Due to the nature of the Academy, where energetic young people gather, mingle and compete, scandals were something that appeared and disappeared quickly.
    

    
      The Student Affairs Office, which manages the cadets’ campus life, often comes across such reputations and rumors and if they were to check the facts and report on every single one, their workload would be endless.
    

    
      So, unless it was something serious, they tended to let it slide.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      This case was no ordinary matter.
    

    
      The Empire’s interest in the War of Villains and Shadow still hadn’t cooled down and was unceasing.
    

    
      Among them, the topic of greatest interest was, by far, the master of Shadow, Skull Mask, who had saved the citizens by annihilating the Skeleton Lord.
    

    
      Who is he really?
    

    
      What is the face hidden behind the mask?
    

    
      Is he one of the 10 Masters?
    

    
      Or is he a member of the Four Evils, called the worst villains in history, ranked even higher than World Public Enemy?
    

    
      Is he a hero or a villain?
    

    
      Regardless of status, position, age, or gender, one could easily find people arguing about this topic upon going out to Icata.
    

    
      “Did you think a scandal about Skull Mask was not a big deal?”
    

    
      “That is not it.”
    

    
      “And yet? Why did you not report it?”
    

    
      “I judged it to be a groundless rumor that often arises among cadets.”
    

    
      “A groundless rumor?”
    

    
      “Yes. Because Gerard is not Skull Mask.”
    

    
      Rather, Officer Baron raised his head and looked the Vice-Dean straight in the eye, asking back.
    

    
      “You know yourself very well, Vice-Dean. What Gerard has done for the Academy. If you think about that, the answer should be obvious.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “It is an unfounded rumor.”
    

    
      The Vice-Dean didn’t particularly deny it.
    

    
      In truth, the Vice-Dean also trusted what he had seen of Gerard and his own judgment more than the rumor and photo of unknown origin.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      “Then how are you going to explain the person in this, Officer Baron?”
    

    
      It was the head of the Psychology Department, Allen Desico, who had been sitting quietly with his arms crossed until then.
    

    
      He asked as he tossed the photo onto the table.
    

    
      Everyone’s eyes turned to the black-and-white photo.
    

    
      Officer Baron’s face stiffened.
    

    
      “It doesn’t matter whether that bastard Gerard is Skull Mask or not. These photos have already spread throughout the campus, and the story that he is Skull Mask is being treated as fact and is leaking outside of Icata. By tomorrow, Royal Dream will be covering this incident. In other words, the honor of our Frey Academy is on the verge of hitting rock bottom. Do you understand?”
    

    
      That’s right.
    

    
      That was the problem.
    

    
      Frey Hero Academy is not an institution that only teaches cadets things related to combat, like visions or tactics.
    

    
      It also provides basic liberal arts for character development, morals, and etiquette or mental education for heroic sacrifice, consideration, kindness, and good deeds.
    

    
      In the first place, the Academy was built upon the temple of the great hero, Aidan Frey, inheriting his spirit.
    

    
      A school to become heroes.
    

    
      That is why they are called hero cadets, not just academy students.
    

    
      But a student attending that place, and the one who has been making the biggest name for himself recently, turns out to be the boss of a villain organization?
    

    
      The fault would surely fall squarely on the Academy.
    

    
      What’s more, the Academy had even bestowed upon Gerard the glory of the ‘Honorary Merit Medal,’ so if Gerard really was Skull Mask, fierce criticism would be unavoidable.
    

    
      It was a problem even if he wasn’t Skull Mask.
    

    
      They would be harshly criticized from all sides for failing to properly control a single groundless rumor.
    

    
      So there was only one way.
    

    
      For the professors to step in and find out the truth before the news broke.
    

    
      If the story of Gerard being Skull Mask spread through Royal Dream, it had to be considered a foregone conclusion that the Academy’s prestige would fall from that point on.
    

    
      “Is there no possibility that this photo is fake?”
    

    
      At the Vice-Dean’s question, Allen shook his head.
    

    
      “I have already checked the residual traces of magic on the photo, but there was nothing suspicious. In fact, it’s questionable whether a photo can be doctored so elaborately when it hasn’t even been two years since cameras became widespread. There’s no feeling of a distinct border either. In any case, the possibility is low.”
    

    
      “Did anyone witness who posted it on the bulletin boards?”
    

    
      The Head of the Martial Arts Department, Pirion, answered.
    

    
      “I heard from Sir Valoma that one of the patrol teams found and pursued the person, but unfortunately, they got away. However, they said the emblem color was gold.”
    

    
      “Hm? If it’s gold, isn’t that a first-year?”
    

    
      “Yes. The current 890th class is using gold.”
    

    
      The Vice-Dean let out a dry laugh.
    

    
      “Hoho. That’s unexpected. I thought Gerard’s reputation was best among the 890th class he takes lessons with.”
    

    
      “That’s all the more reason to believe it wasn’t an act of personal malice, but an accusation.”
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      Letting out a groan, the Vice-Dean picked up the black-and-white photo and peered into it intently.
    

    
      He didn’t have a deep knowledge of magitech or photography, but to his naked eye, it didn’t look particularly awkward.
    

    
      At this point, there was only one method left.
    

    
      “I suppose we have no choice but to call the person in question and confirm it directly.”
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      Rachel and Karina.
    

    
      Leaving the training hall, the two moved to the Lodge Café.
    

    
      They ordered snacks and tea.
    

    
      Karina, who had taken a seat at a balcony table with a view of the outside scenery, began to grumble as soon as she sat down.
    

    
      “Ah, the more I think about it, the more pissed I get. How could such a ridiculous rumor spread when I’m here?”
    

    
      Looking at her, Rachel giggled and played along.
    

    
      “Tell me about it.”
    

    
      “Huh? What. Are you thinking the same thing as me?”
    

    
      “Of course, silly!”
    

    
      Rachel clenched her fists and shook them from side to side as she shouted.
    

    
      “Gerard and Skull Mask are to-tally! Different people!”
    

    
      Karina’s eyes, staring at her, sparkled with a different light.
    

    
      “Hmm. You’re not just saying that to get on my good side, are you?”
    

    
      “Eeh? Noo-? Even an idiot would know how nonsensical that is with just a little thought!”
    

    
      “True.”
    

    
      Karina nodded.
    

    
      Then she glanced at Rachel.
    

    
      “But you are a foolish idiot, Rachel.”
    

    
      “Whaat? That’s so mean, Karina! I’m not that bad, you know!?”
    

    
      At her frivolous reaction, Karina burst out laughing with a ‘pfft’.
    

    
      Rachel, who had been glaring, also broke into a peal of laughter.
    

    
      “Ah, this is nice. I like you.”
    

    
      “Oh my. Really? Am I okay?”
    

    
      Karina answered honestly.
    

    
      “Yeah. I thought you were just an idiot playing queen bee, hitting on commoner boys, but now I see my thinking was wrong. Now that I look, we can talk, and you’ve got some sense in you.”
    

    
      Karina crossed her legs and leaned back in her chair, scanning Rachel from head to toe.
    

    
      “You’ve got the face for it. Your style isn’t bad either…… Where’s that blouse from?”
    

    
      “This? Lows Tailor Shop!”
    

    
      Lows Tailor Shop.
    

    
      It wasn’t a very large establishment, but it was famous for being meticulous about quality.
    

    
      “I heard you were close with Yuria, but you’re better than her.”
    

    
      “Is that a compliment?”
    

    
      “Of course.”
    

    
      “Hehe.”
    

    
      In fact, it wasn’t just that she ‘had the face for it’; Rachel’s looks and style were famous on campus.
    

    
      Her long, upward-slanting eyes that exuded sex appeal and her captivating lips. 
    

    
      The beauty mark next to them was Rachel’s trademark.
    

    
      If Yuria gave off an unapproachable aura with her coldness and aloofness, Rachel radiated a charm that bewitched people like a succubus.
    

    
      This was why Karina had been wary of and disliked the two women at the beginning of the semester.
    

    
      When she found out the three of them were grouped together and called by the ridiculous nickname ‘Eureka.’
    

    
      ‘What? Eureka? It’s absurd enough that I’m being treated in the same class as them, but why is my name at the very end!?’
    

    
      She had been furious enough to rage like that.
    

    
      But now that the first semester was over, her feelings for the two women had mostly faded.
    

    
      Perhaps it was because she had come to acknowledge their skills as they overcame numerous crises together, and as they matched hands, feet, and even hearts, an affection born of dislike had unknowingly piled up.
    

    
      To be honest, she was still a little uncomfortable with Yuria.
    

    
      The reason…… she wasn’t sure.
    

    
      Sometimes when I looked at her, I felt like I wanted to teach her things like how to dress up or social skills for making friends, like a younger sister who had just entered society.
    

    
      But then, when I saw her sticking to Gerard──,
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Compared to that, Rachel was comfortable to be with.
    

    
      She was pretty and had a certain level of skill.
    

    
      But she was also quick-witted and knew how to get by.
    

    
      Karina still remembered what happened during the second assignment of the final evaluation, collecting Perdon feathers.
    

    
      If Rachel hadn’t suddenly appeared and helped her then, she would surely have had all her feathers taken by Ivan and finished the exam with a low score.
    

    
      ‘She definitely helped me on purpose.’
    

    
      I couldn’t know what that intention was.
    

    
      She might want something from me, or it could have been purely to interfere with Gerard.
    

    
      But one thing was certain.
    

    
      Rachel, who appeared innocent and foolish, actually knew how to use her head to some extent.
    

    
      ‘And, I can’t deny that she helped me as a result.’
    

    
      Karina inwardly weighed Rachel, who was in front of her, against her friend (who was actually her head handmaiden) whom she hung out with the most at the Academy, Luna Filler.
    

    
      ‘No matter how I look at it, Rachel seems better than Luna…….’
    

    
      Just as Karina was lost in such useless delusions,
    

    
      Rachel, who was cutting and eating a strawberry cake with her fork, suddenly spoke up.
    

    
      “But Karina, do you like Senior Gerard?”
    

    
      Simultaneously,
    

    
      Pfffft──!
    

    
      A black liquid spewed from the mouth of Karina, who had just taken a sip of coffee.
    

    
      “Wh-what kind of nonsense is that, all of a sudden!”
    

    
      At the unexpectedly violent reaction, Rachel’s eyes widened and she burst into laughter.
    

    
      “Kyahaha. It’s a joke, a joke. I know you and Senior Gerard don’t get along!”
    

    
      “Then why would you make a joke like that!? Are you crazy? Wanna die?”
    

    
      “Hehe. Sorry. It’s just. I heard you at the rest area earlier, and it seemed like you were defending Senior Gerard, so I was just teasing.”
    

    
      Rachel pouted her lips and apologized.
    

    
      ‘Hah, damn it…….’
    

    
      Karina wiped the coffee from her lips with a napkin.
    

    
      She then said, in an excuse-like tone.
    

    
      “There was n-no particular reason back then. Ahem! It’s because the Gerard I know isn’t that kind of person. Skull Mask is a bad guy, after all.”
    

    
      “Is that so?”
    

    
      “What do you mean ‘is that so’? He’s a villain, he terrorized the Academy. He terrorized Icata too. Judging by his actions, he’s just trash.”
    

    
      “……Trash?”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      For the first time, the muscles around the mouth of Rachel, who had been giggling foolishly until now, stiffened.
    

    
      “But, Karina. Skull Mask hasn’t directly killed anyone. I don’t think he’s that much of a trash.”
    

    
      “……What? Are you being serious right now?”
    

    
      Rachel momentarily flinched, but since she couldn’t take back the words she had already spoken, she nodded.
    

    
      “I’m just stating the facts.”
    

    
      And it was also what she truly believed.
    

    
      ‘Trash? What trash. That person is my one and only hope.’
    

    
      However, to Karina, who was unaware of this background, it was just absurd.
    

    
      Karina frowned, placing her coffee cup down with a thud.
    

    
      The two women’s chat was gradually forming a strange composition.
    

    
      “Listen up, you idiot. Even if he didn’t kill anyone, it’s a fact that Skull Mask’s actions put many people in danger. As a result, I mean. That’s why he was given a Slaughter grade. No. I heard he’s being promoted one step higher to a World Public Enemy because of the War of Villains this time.”
    

    
      “Oh, really!? A World Public Enemy? How do you know that, Karina?”
    

    
      “Ha! Hey. You don’t know me? I’m Karina Zain, Karina Zain. Of course, there’s nothing I don’t…… No. More importantly, were you just happy about that?”
    

    
      “Eh?”
    

    
      Realizing her mistake belatedly, Rachel hastily acted clueless, twirling her hair with her finger and changing the subject.
    

    
      “Hehe. Did I do that? Anyway! What I wanted to say wasn’t that Skull Mask isn’t bad, but that Skull Mask and Senior Gerard are different people! Just looking at their abilities, Skull Mask overwhelms Senior Gerard, so how…….”
    

    
      “Wait a minute. What? Overwhelmed?”
    

    
      This time, a fire sparked in Karina’s eyes.
    

    
      “Hey. Do you not know what the word ‘overwhelm’ means? How can that skull-face overwhelm that person? They’d be evenly matched, or if he won, it would be by a ve-ry slim margin. A close call, you could say.”
    

    
      “……Whaat? A slim margin? A close call?”
    

    
      A deep furrow formed on Rachel’s brow.
    

    
      “Karina. Are you saying that after seeing the War of Villains, that incredible fight, with your own eyes?”
    

    
      “Hmph. Talking like a fool, as expected. You never know how a fight will go until they actually fight. Huh? And you’ve done various activities with the senior, so you should know, right? That person’s skills are amazing.”
    

    
      Karina quickly continued.
    

    
      “First of all, their personalities are incomparable. How can you compare a trashy thief who leeches off people with a hero cadet? He’s probably ugly too, since he goes around covering his face with a skull. Seeing as he carries a staff, he’s probably a wrinkly old man.”
    

    
      “By that logic, Senior Gerard doesn’t have a handsome face either, right? He looks gloomy and stares at Yuria every day with perverted eyes. His eyes are dull, and the smile he sometimes makes is so unpleasant it makes people feel bad.”
    

    
      “……Hey, you.”
    

    
      Before they knew it, their conversation had long since deviated from its original point.
    

    
      A battle of wills under the guise of ‘Gerard and Skull Mask are not the same person.’
    

    
      “Ha! Looking at this girl, I can’t tell whose side she’s on. Aren’t you the one who likes Skull Mask?”
    

    
      Flinch.
    

    
      “Wh-what are you talking about! I just want to state the facts. If anything, you’re the one who said you hated the senior, but you were defending him just now and you’re doing it again, it’s so suspicious!”
    

    
      Crackle──
    

    
      A staring contest began between the two women.
    

    
      But the rivalry, which seemed like it would never end, came to a surprisingly anticlimactic end.
    

    
      “Oh?”
    

    
      “What’s that?”
    

    
      Right in the yard in front of the Lodge Café, they could see professors gathered and walking hurriedly somewhere.
    

    
      That wasn’t all.
    

    
      More than twenty cadets were following behind them.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Even an idiot could tell that something was about to happen.
    

    
      And that it was related to Gerard.
    

    
      “Get up.”
    

    
      “Okay.”
    

    
      The two hurriedly cleared their table and left the Lodge Café.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The incident at the training hall this morning. 
    

    
      The story of how Yuria, having heard her classmates gossiping about Gerard, couldn’t hold back her anger and smashed a training machine, spread like wildfire throughout the campus.
    

    
      Naturally, Ivan and Guillaume, who visited the training hall right after, also heard the full story, and from then on, thoughts about it hadn’t left my mind.
    

    
      ‘For Yuria to express her anger to that extent…….’
    

    
      I was worried, and at the same time, my heart ached.
    

    
      I was also angry.
    

    
      At Gerard, for letting things get to this point.
    

    
      ‘Why is the senior staying silent all this time?’
    

    
      It was just yesterday that the photo that decisively fanned the flames of the rumor was posted.
    

    
      I thought it would be right for him to clear his name as quickly as possible to resolve the false accusation.
    

    
      ‘Is he thinking that as long as he’s in the clear, that’s all that matters?’
    

    
      Was Gerard that selfish and irresponsible of a person?
    

    
      I shook my head.
    

    
      The Gerard I knew wasn’t the type to avoid or take a passive attitude when facing any matter.
    

    
      Furthermore.
    

    
      The memory of that day, dubbed the War of Villains, floated in my mind.
    

    
      Since I had gone out with the investigation team, I had also been at that place, and the huge shock I felt then was still vivid.
    

    
      My skin had tingled, my breathing had stopped, and my mind had gone blank.
    

    
      In that strange sensation where all the nerves in my body were completely blocked, I witnessed that fight.
    

    
      It was a battle I had only seen in history textbooks.
    

    
      They were clearly sharing the same space and time as me, yet they seemed to exist in a different dimension.
    

    
      And between us, there felt to be a huge, insurmountable wall.
    

    
      ‘To think Skull Mask was that strong.’
    

    
      When I first met him at the Cemetery.
    

    
      I was surprised then too, but it was just a surprise.
    

    
      I remember it wasn’t this kind of thrill, a feeling of being completely unapproachable.
    

    
      For a moment, I even felt a sense of awe watching Skull Mask’s fight.
    

    
      ‘But, it’s not the senior.’
    

    
      Gerard was a great senior whom I respected, but he was definitely not a person who felt like an insurmountable wall.
    

    
      A rival.
    

    
      A mountain I had to overcome someday, and I could now roughly see its peak.
    

    
      That was why, despite all the circumstantial evidence and the photo that could be called conclusive proof, I didn't believe the story that Gerard and Skull Mask were the same person.
    

    
      “Why won’t the senior make a statement.”
    

    
      Then I heard a voice.
    

    
      It was Guillaume, who was walking beside me.
    

    
      The two of us had been training together and were on our way back to the dormitory. 
    

    
      Lost in thought about Gerard and Skull Mask as I was, I immediately voiced my thoughts at his words.
    

    
      “If it were me, I’d be so frustrated and annoyed that I’d want to clear it up quickly. Isn’t there really something to this?”
    

    
      “……He probably just doesn’t feel the need to. There can’t be any other reason.”
    

    
      “That’s not right. It’s not just anyone, it’s Skull Mask, the hottest topic in Icata right now. If he doesn’t want to cause trouble for the Academy, it’s right for him to clarify his position quickly. There are already talks among the kids about whether he’s just trying to buy time.”
    

    
      I immediately made a questioning face.
    

    
      What? They’re saying that?
    

    
      About Senior Gerard of all people?
    

    
      “Who on earth is saying things like that?”
    

    
      “I don’t know either. I just heard it.”
    

    
      The doubt in my eyes deepened.
    

    
      “Guillaume, you said you just heard it last time too.”
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      “Did I?”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      “I think it was some seniors…… Anyway, that’s not what’s important. So what about you, Ivan?”
    

    
      “What do you mean, what about me? What all of a sudden?”
    

    
      “Do you really not feel anything strange about Senior Gerard at all? You’ve gone on off-campus activities with the senior often.”
    

    
      That was true.
    

    
      I touched my chin.
    

    
      To be honest, it wasn’t that there was nothing at all.
    

    
      Because there was just one similarity.
    

    
      ─‘Lion Slash isn’t a vision where you simply bend your waist back and then strike down hard with the sword. Watch carefully.’
    

    
      I couldn’t remember the exact date, but I think it was about two months ago.
    

    
      It was a day when the three of us, Gerard, Yuria and I, were training together.
    

    
      That day, Gerard had taught the two of us a secret move.
    

    
      Kwaang!
    

    
      ─‘Did you see?’
    

    
      ─‘Yes. You rotated the sword half a turn before pulling it back behind your head.’
    

    
      ─‘As expected, you noticed right away, Ivan. You’re right. That’s how you increase its destructive power.’
    

    
      It was the Lion Slash.
    

    
      A one-hit-kill swordsmanship technique where you pull a two-handed sword back behind your head and then explosively release your aura in an instant to powerfully slash the space in front of you.
    

    
      It was the vision most often chosen by cadets who had learned Royal Swordsmanship to make up for their lack of a finishing move.
    

    
      ─‘It’s a similar principle to how the impact force increases the more you pull back the rubber band when shooting a slingshot. This is a little trick I’m teaching only you two, so don’t tell anyone, okay?’
    

    
      Gerard had definitely said that that day.
    

    
      That it wasn’t covered in the secret tome but could increase the power of the Lion Slash.
    

    
      A special secret move that he was only telling Yuria and me.
    

    
      But that very secret move.
    

    
      I had seen it in a different place, from someone other than Gerard.
    

    
      That day, the swordsmanship that had leaped into the sky, split the Skeleton Lord’s tough jawbone in half, and put an end to the War of Villains, was the Lion Slash.
    

    
      No.
    

    
      Its name was.
    

    
      ─‘Wait a moment, Senior.’
    

    
      ─‘Why, Yuria?’
    

    
      ─‘Then that’s not Lion Slash. It’s a completely different vision.’
    

    
      ─‘Is that so? Well, the base form has the framework of Lion Slash, but if you add the move I taught you, it becomes a different technique from the sword path to the result. Then what should we do? Should we call it something different among ourselves?’
    

    
      ─‘Yes!’
    

    
      ─‘What should we call it?’
    

    
      ─‘Hmm. Half-Moon Slash?’
    

    
      ─‘Oh! That’s good, Yuria. Let’s call it that.’
    

    
      Its name, she had said, was Half-Moon Slash.
    

    
      Gerard had liked it, and Yuria was happy too.
    

    
      I smiled along with them.
    

    
      A sword that drew a perfect arc, like a crescent moon hanging in the night sky, leaving both beauty and horror in the hearts of those who saw it.
    

    
      I thought it was a fitting name.
    

    
      Of course, I clearly remembered the form of that swordsmanship from that time.
    

    
      So the moment I saw it from Skull Mask, I couldn’t help but be extremely surprised and confused.
    

    
      I must have seen it wrong.
    

    
      Or, the technique that Gerard said only he knew was actually known by a few other people.
    

    
      And Skull Mask was one of them.
    

    
      So, a coincidence.
    

    
      In this way, I had been trying my best to ignore the similarity I had found between Skull Mask and Gerard.
    

    
      “You. There is something, isn’t there?”
    

    
      But I had an underlying sense of unease, and it must have shown on my face.
    

    
      Guillaume, who had been quietly observing my face and reaction from the side, asked insinuatingly with a glint in his eye.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      I hesitated for a moment.
    

    
      In any case, the story about the technique was information shared only by me, Yuria and Gerard.
    

    
      Even though Guillaume was my best friend, I was a bit reluctant to tell him everything.
    

    
      “What is there? There’s nothing.”
    

    
      So I gave a faint smile and shook my head.
    

    
      “……Really?”
    

    
      “Yeah. It’s just, I have a bad feeling.”
    

    
      Guillaume looked at me with suspicious eyes, but I continued to speak nonchalantly.
    

    
      “The rumor that Senior Gerard and Skull Mask are the same person. I don’t know who started it, but I think it’s more important to see through the hidden intention behind the rumor than to determine its truth.”
    

    
      “Intention?”
    

    
      “Yeah. Isn’t it strange, Guillaume? At this very moment, when Skull Mask has revealed himself in earnest and become the center of attention, a photo of Senior Gerard was posted all over the campus. The timing is just too perfect.”
    

    
      “……Is that so?”
    

    
      “I’m speculating that this is all a grand scheme orchestrated by someone. And that someone is highly likely to be the Beltus Cult. To them, Senior Gerard who stopped the Academy terror, and Skull Mask who stopped the Skeleton Lord. Both are clear enemies and targets for elimination.”
    

    
      This was literally a guess based on the preceding circumstances.
    

    
      However, I thought it was a highly plausible inference.
    

    
      “But I heard the Cult and Skull Mask are on the same side.”
    

    
      “It seems they had a falling out for some reason. This will become clear if we watch what happens next. Anyway, with these unprecedented events happening one after another, what we need to do is prepare ourselves thoroughly. The chaos will continue, and the Academy will be at the center of it.”
    

    
      I still hadn’t forgotten the tragedy of the Entrance Festival.
    

    
      How could I forget?
    

    
      The time when everything collapsed, and also when everything began.
    

    
      “The Academy is going to continue to be in an uproar. We can’t get swept up in it.”
    

    
      Guillaume, who had been listening quietly, also nodded his head vigorously.
    

    
      “You’re right. That’s why I wish even more that Senior Gerard would sort out his position as soon as possi…… Huh? It’s Yuria.”
    

    
      “Yuria……?”
    

    
      “Yeah. Over there.”
    

    
      It was true.
    

    
      The tree next to the main gate of the male dormitory that Guillaume was pointing to.
    

    
      In the deep shade cast beneath it, Yuria was sitting on a bench, staring endlessly into the male dormitory.
    

    
      She looked as if she was waiting for someone.
    

    
      And I could easily guess who that someone was without much thought.
    

    
      “What are you doing here, Yuria?”
    

    
      However, I walked over to the bench where she was sitting and purposefully asked her objective.
    

    
      “Ah, Ivan. I’m waiting for Senior Gerard.”
    

    
      “Really?”
    

    
      “Yeah. To have lunch together. What about you guys?”
    

    
      Yuria’s black eyes took in me and Guillaume standing next to me.
    

    
      “We just finished training and were on our way back…….”
    

    
      “Is Senior Gerard coming out now?”
    

    
      Just then, Guillaume cut me off and asked.
    

    
      I looked at Guillaume with a puzzled expression, but Guillaume, unfazed, fixed his gaze on Yuria.
    

    
      “He should be out soon. Why do you ask?”
    

    
      “Ah. Then can I wait with you? I had something to ask him anyway.”
    

    
      “To the senior?”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      “What is it you want to ask?”
    

    
      I had a feeling, and that feeling turned out to be exactly right.
    

    
      At Yuria’s question, Guillaume’s mouth opened without a hint of hesitation.
    

    
      “What else? Of course, it’s about Skull Mask. What’s Senior Gerard doing? Why hasn’t he said anything yet?”
    

    
      “Hey, Guillaume.”
    

    
      I hurriedly tried to stop him, but Guillaume retorted back at me instead.
    

    
      “Why? You’re curious too, aren’t you, Ivan? That’s why we were talking about this all the way here.”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      Flustered, I looked ahead.
    

    
      But the milk was already spilt.
    

    
      Yuria’s gaze, fixed on us, had grown chillingly cold.
    

    
      “……Haa.”
    

    
      I swept a hand over my forehead and let out a deep sigh.
    

    
      Right. We did come here talking about Gerard and Skull Mask.
    

    
      But, isn’t there a right time for everything?
    

    
      It was only a few hours ago that Yuria, angered by the gossip about Gerard, had smashed a training machine and left.
    

    
      So what could possibly be gained by seeking her out and provoking her by bringing this up?
    

    
      But Guillaume, whether he was unaware of these circumstances or pretending not to be, continued to speak.
    

    
      “Ah-ah. Don’t get me wrong, Yuria. We were just curious why Senior Gerard is staying quiet without making a statement. We just came to ask that.”
    

    
      “The senior is not Skull Mask. So there’s nothing to make a statement about.”
    

    
      “Hmm? Hey. That’s not right.”
    

    
      Guillaume continued.
    

    
      “There are a lot of questionable points just like the rumors say, and on top of that, a photo was taken. Then he should at least say something. I think that’s a courtesy to us juniors who believed in Senior Gerard, and to the professors and for the Academy.”
    

    
      “……The senior probably has a lot on his mind. Of course, he’ll need time to sort it out. He’ll take care of it on his own without you guys stirring things up like this.”
    

    
      “Ah, so. When exactly is he going to take care of it?”
    

    
      Was it because Guillaume’s voice got louder?
    

    
      Crack. For the first time, a crack appeared on Yuria’s ice-doll-like expression.
    

    
      “Don’t cross the line, Guillaume.”
    

    
      The atmosphere instantly turned icy.
    

    
      Thinking something might happen again, I hurriedly mediated between the two.
    

    
      “What’s wrong? Both of you, stop it. Hey, Guillaume? Let’s do as Yuria says. Senior Gerard must have his reasons.”
    

    
      Guillaume shook his head.
    

    
      “Wait a second. Hey, Yuria. What are you going to do if Senior Gerard really is Skull Mask? The trouble you caused at the training hall and the mistake you’re making with me now, we can let that slide. But can you handle it yourself? I’m asking this out of genuine concern. That you might collapse from the sense of betrayal.”
    

    
      “No, Guillaume. Let’s stop there and go…….”
    

    
      Just then.
    

    
      “I don’t care.”
    

    
      At her completely unexpected answer, I turned my head and looked at Yuria.
    

    
      Don’t care?
    

    
      About what?
    

    
      I wanted to confirm what she really meant, but I had to drop the question because of a sudden commotion.
    

    
      It was the professors.
    

    
      Led by the Vice-Dean, there was Department Head Allen and Department Head Pirion.
    

    
      And Student Affairs Officer Baron and Personnel Officer Rodrig.
    

    
      Cadets were following behind them.
    

    
      I knew the reason at once.
    

    
      Gerard.
    

    
      So when the professors passed through the main gate of the male dormitory, Yuria shot up from the bench and followed them.
    

    
      “What are you doing, Ivan?”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “Let’s follow them too.”
    

    
      “Ah, okay.”
    

    
      Watching Yuria’s back and thinking about her previous answer, I came to my senses at Guillaume’s words and started walking.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      There was a knock, so I opened the door.
    

    
      The dormitory supervisor, Rubinus, was standing there.
    

    
      “Cadet Gerard.”
    

    
      “Yes. I know. I’ll be right out.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      It’s been incredibly noisy outside for a while now.
    

    
      If I open the curtains, dozens of pairs of eyes filled with curiosity, anticipation, and excitement are staring at my room.
    

    
      They are people demanding the truth.
    

    
      And I left the dormitory to give them an answer to that demand.
    

    
      Step, step.
    

    
      The dormitory courtyard.
    

    
      The person who greeted me at the very front was the Vice-Dean.
    

    
      “You were inside, Gerard.”
    

    
      “Of course.”
    

    
      “You know full well why we have come here, don’t you?”
    

    
      Of course I do.
    

    
      You came to confirm whether I’m Skull Mask or not.
    

    
      “I should have gone to you first. I’m sorry.”
    

    
      You all went to the great trouble of dragging your esteemed selves all the way here because you were afraid I’d run away if you called me over the broadcast.
    

    
      As I feigned an apologetic expression and scratched my head, the professors’ eyes glinted sharply.
    

    
      Especially Allen Desico.
    

    
      That geezer had been staring at me as if he wanted to eat me alive from the start and my leisurely attitude must have been an eyesore because it looked like he was about to breathe fire at any moment.
    

    
      “Then I’ll ask.”
    

    
      Whatever, I ignored his gaze and looked at the Vice-Dean.
    

    
      “Cadet Gerard, what is your relationship with Skull Mask?”
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      Chapter 175: Truth (1)
    

    
      Hoo, I let out a short breath.
    

    
      In that state, I tensed my stomach and spoke in a clear tone to those who were looking at me with eyes full of heat.
    

    
      “First of all, I am not Skull Mask, as you are curious to know, Vice-Dean.”
    

    
      “Can you prove it?”
    

    
      “Prove it?”
    

    
      “Yes. From your perspective, it may be an absurd and ridiculous matter, but in any case, we have a situation where there is testimony and evidence that can be called decisive.”
    

    
      The decisive evidence, of course, must be the photo someone posted.
    

    
      “I can prove it.”
    

    
      At those words, the people began to murmur.
    

    
      The Vice-Dean, with a different light in his eyes, asks.
    

    
      “Can you prove you are not Skull Mask?”
    

    
      “Yes. However, I have a request to make as well.”
    

    
      “A request? What is it?”
    

    
      “As far as I know, Frey Academy has a duty to protect the rights and honor of its cadets before its duty to educate them.”
    

    
      “That’s right. But it is also our duty to establish order on a chaotic campus. I hope for your understanding and cooperation.”
    

    
      Vice-Dean Karad, it seems this man didn’t gain Bell Toro’s trust and become the head of the Academy for nothing; he seems to have caught on to what my request is.
    

    
      But I’m not the type to just take a loss like a pushover either.
    

    
      “For someone asking for my understanding and cooperation, you seem a bit too forceful.”
    

    
      I looked around and continued.
    

    
      “At this point, didn’t you all come here already thinking I was Skull Mask?”
    

    
      The Vice-Dean, having nothing to say on this point, kept his mouth shut.
    

    
      And for good reason. 
    

    
      The number of professors and the guards they brought with them to block the front was well over ten. In addition, this was the dormitory building.
    

    
      Even though it was vacation, most of the cadets who didn’t go back to their hometowns were still here, and they weren’t the type to miss such a good spectacle.
    

    
      As the current situation spread from mouth to mouth in real-time, the number of heads gradually increased, and soon I gave up counting.
    

    
      In any case, the love for sensationalism is the same everywhere you go.
    

    
      The Vice-Dean, who belatedly looked around, also hardened his expression, not having realized that such a crowd had gathered.
    

    
      Even he, in his haste to resolve the problem quickly, hadn’t calculated this far.
    

    
      ‘Or he was really convinced that I was Skull Mask.’
    

    
      “Are you asking for an apology?”
    

    
      “Of course.”
    

    
      I nodded at the Vice-Dean’s question.
    

    
      I needed to be firm.
    

    
      Because I planned to use this opportunity to imprint that I have no connection whatsoever to Skull Mask.
    

    
      There’s no guarantee that this kind of shitty thing won’t happen again.
    

    
      At the same time, I could feel the tense atmosphere gradually softening; my attitude was so firm and confident that they seemed to be slowly thinking, ‘Huh? This is strange. Is he really not him?’
    

    
      Of course.
    

    
      “This bastard, the more I see him, the more his arrogance knows no bounds. He can’t read the room and keeps acting up.”
    

    
      There were also people like Allen Desico here, who hates my guts and thinks differently.
    

    
      “You think we’ll fall for it if you act tough, you punk? You’re dead.”
    

    
      Having made his threat, Department Head Allen snaps his fingers.
    

    
      At the signal, the Head of Development, holding a search device, enters the dormitory with a few guards.
    

    
      It’s obvious they’re going to search my room.
    

    
      What if they find a skull shape or a staff with a night raven’s head on it, which could be called the symbols of Skull Mask, in there?
    

    
      Then I would be confirmed as Skull Mask with no way out.
    

    
      But.
    

    
      ‘I’m not an idiot, why would I have hidden it in there?’
    

    
      The dormitory room is a place where anyone can pick the lock and enter if they set their mind to it; it’s absolutely not safe.
    

    
      So I have never once kept anything related to being a thief in my room.
    

    
      The place I chose was.
    

    
      ‘Subspace.’
    

    
      All my thief equipment, like the Thief Gadgets for Skull Mask or Raven, is currently stored in my subspace.
    

    
      A special space, separated from this world, that only I can open and close.
    

    
      There’s no air, so living things can’t survive, and the inside is just darkness, making it seem like looking into a different dimension’s universe.
    

    
      But it guarantees secrecy as well as convenience, so as long as I have mana, I can open it whenever I need to, regardless of the location, and take out and use the items inside.
    

    
      “And you, open your subspace.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “You bastard. Stop with the tricks and open it quickly.”
    

    
      Department Head Allen, who had come right up to my face, barks with a murderous expression.
    

    
      Right. This man may look like a gangster, but he has reached the level of a mage in his own right.
    

    
      ‘There’s no way he wouldn’t know.’
    

    
      Looking at the professors’ faces, it seems they had already discussed it among themselves before coming here.
    

    
      I opened my subspace.
    

    
      A pitch-black shadow that tore through the air and was revealed to everyone.
    

    
      Department Head Allen, standing in front of it, took out a magitech tool and put it inside the shadow.
    

    
      It’s a magitech tool called the ‘Expansion Rune.’
    

    
      It has no special function, but when put inside a subspace, it ejects all the items inside.
    

    
      Just like now.
    

    
      Clatter!
    

    
      All eyes in the area were drawn to the space in front of my feet.
    

    
      The first things to catch my eye were the longsword I often use, the stiletto dagger I use as a backup, and other cold weapons.
    

    
      Besides that, there were notebooks and other teaching materials needed for lectures, survival supplies, potion bottles, and herbs for off-campus activities and occasionally, some trash was mixed in.
    

    
      That was all.
    

    
      The things they were looking for, that is, anything related to Skull Mask, or even a scrap of a mask a thief might use, were nowhere to be seen.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      So the surroundings were engulfed in a heavy silence for a moment.
    

    
      “Is there anything?”
    

    
      I asked.
    

    
      “Well. Is there?”
    

    
      Department Head Allen was silent.
    

    
      But his mercilessly crumpled brow told me his current mood.
    

    
      With good timing, the Head of Development who went to search my dormitory returned.
    

    
      Department Head Allen looks at him with eyes full of last hope, but.
    

    
      “There’s nothing. Nothing at all.”
    

    
      The Head of Development kicked away Department Head Allen’s expectations.
    

    
      I put on a full smile.
    

    
      “I told you. I have no connection to Skull Mask. Well, you told me I was dead earlier. So when do I die, Department Head Allen?”
    

    
      “……Hey.”
    

    
      “Oh? What. Is it now?”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “But are you really going to kill me? Hmm. It’s absurd enough that you suspected your student of being a villain instead of protecting them, but now you’re even threatening me like this. Department Head Allen. I’m just curious before I die, but are you by any chance a professor?”
    

    
      Tremble-
    

    
      It was trembling like crazy.
    

    
      His beard.
    

    
      His eyes staring at me were unshaken, but that’s what made it more terrifying.
    

    
      The place that should have been the white of his eyes was bloodshot from burst capillaries and that look was 100 percent pure rage from the man named Allen Desico.
    

    
      ‘He’s fucking scary. I should stop provoking him here.’
    

    
      If I pushed him any further, given his personality, he would definitely try to kill me.
    

    
      Then I would have no choice but to use the power of a thief, not a cadet.
    

    
      And that would make all the effort I put into creating this situation meaningless, wouldn’t it?
    

    
      As I said, everything I’m doing right now is all a show.
    

    
      A kind of smokescreen to block off all of people’s suspicions towards me in the future.
    

    
      “That’s enough, Allen.”
    

    
      Fortunately, the Vice-Dean stepped in at the right moment and pulled Department Head Allen back. 
    

    
      Allen, who was on the verge of losing his mind to anger, quickly cooled his head and let out a sigh.
    

    
      “……Hoo. Understood. I’ll get you next time.”
    

    
      Of course, he doesn’t just back down without a growling warning.
    

    
      Well, I cleanly ignored it.
    

    
      It’s not the first or second time that man has given me shit.
    

    
      I gave him a smile and then turned my head to meet the Vice-Dean’s eyes.
    

    
      “As you’ve confirmed, I don’t handle or possess any items that could be seen as belonging to a thief. But that doesn’t prove that I’m not Skull Mask, does it?”
    

    
      “That’s right. You could have hidden them in some secret place we don’t know about.”
    

    
      Right.
    

    
      It’s normal to be suspicious like that.
    

    
      “So I’m going to clear my own name, but anyway, if I prove it, will you grant the request I mentioned earlier?”
    

    
      “The apology, you mean? Of course. If it is revealed that you are not Skull Mask, I will not only apologize but also take responsibility and compensate you for all the losses you have incurred due to this incident.”
    

    
      Oh, really?
    

    
      I didn’t ask for that much.
    

    
      As expected of the Dean’s friend, he’s quite generous.
    

    
      “You promised.”
    

    
      “I do not lie. Isn’t that right, Baron?”
    

    
      “Yes. I heard it as well.”
    

    
      Baron, who was next to him, nods.
    

    
      And he looks at me with the corners of his mouth faintly raised.
    

    
      The man who was extremely serious just a moment ago has now regained his usual composure.
    

    
      “Right. So how do you plan to prove it? Are you going to catch the Skull Mask yourself?”
    

    
      “No. I’ll show you that next time I have the chance. The one I’m going to catch right now is someone else.”
    

    
      “Who…… Ah, don’t tell me?”
    

    
      That ‘don’t tell me’ is probably right.
    

    
      “Are you perhaps trying to catch the person who posted the photos?”
    

    
      I smiled.
    

    
      “Yes. After all, he’s an easier target than Skull Mask.”
    

    
      “Hoh.”
    

    
      The Vice-Dean looks at me with interested eyes.
    

    
      The other professors nearby also cast similar gazes in my direction.
    

    
      Meeting their gaze one by one, I took out an item I had prepared in advance from my pocket and held it up high.
    

    
      It was none other than my photo that had been posted on every bulletin board yesterday.
    

    
      “Well then, from now on, I will explain how this photo was doctored.”
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Time flows back to yesterday when the photo first spread.
    

    
      After Yuria and I discovered the photo and realized this doctored picture had been spread all over the campus, I contemplated how to resolve this situation.
    

    
      But no matter how much I thought about it, maybe because my intelligence was lacking, no suitable countermeasure came to mind.
    

    
      No.
    

    
      Honestly, it just sucked.
    

    
      I had risked my life and run around like that to avoid being suspected of being a thief, but people were falling for it hook, line, and sinker because of one photo?
    

    
      What about my efforts?
    

    
      My image?
    

    
      ‘Fuck. Are they all chimpanzees or something?’
    

    
      When I thought about it, it wasn’t particularly strange.
    

    
      Even modern people, who carry around smartphones, a treasure trove of knowledge and information in a civilization far more advanced than this one, are so easily swayed by propaganda.
    

    
      Anyway, for me, it was a problem that needed to be resolved as soon as possible, so that night, I went to Lunatic to seek the help of collective intelligence.
    

    
      But what was this?
    

    
      The case was resolved more absurdly than I thought.
    

    
      “What. This is my photo.”
    

    
      When I gathered the family and took out the photo, that was the first thing Dayle said as soon as he saw it.
    

    
      “What? Is that for real?”
    

    
      “Yeah. To be precise, it’s a photo taken with a camera I made.”
    

    
      “A camera you made?”
    

    
      “Hey, I told you before. That I have a camera Luis told me to make. This was taken with that. Here, take a look.”
    

    
      Dayle raised his finger and pointed to the small initial stamped in the corner of the photo.
    

    
      [R].
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      “Hehe. My signature. This signature is always stamped like a watermark on the works I create.”
    

    
      “Cut the crap.”
    

    
      When I asked what it meant with a dumbfounded look,
    

    
      “You might not remember, but I told you I also ran a workshop when I was an artifact thief. The alias I used then was ‘Reed.’ I took the first letter and stamped it.”
    

    
      He went on to explain the camera’s function, saying it had the ability to combine two photos into one.
    

    
      In simple terms, it was a camera with a composite function, like Photoshop.
    

    
      “How about it? Cool, right?”
    

    
      As I watched him boast and babble, a sudden surge of heat rose up, and I smacked the back of Dayle’s head.
    

    
      Paak-
    

    
      “Keok! Ah, why’d you hit me!”
    

    
      “Because I’m about to get screwed because of that, you bastard.”
    

    
      I hit him one more time and asked.
    

    
      “So where is that camera now?”
    

    
      Dayle rubbed the back of his head and answered.
    

    
      “Sold it.”
    

    
      “What? You sold it? To whom?”
    

    
      “Umm. I don’t remember well. His appearance was probably…….”
    

    
      Listening to Dayle’s description, I was soon able to recall a cadet who perfectly matched the characteristics.
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      I scanned the crowd.
    

    
      "Did you hear? He said it's fabricated."
    

    
      "Can a photo be fabricated?"
    

    
      "I don't know? Well, I guess he'll explain it now."
    

    
      A murmur gradually spread among the cadets.
    

    
      "Quiet!"
    

    
      At that moment, Allen Desico, who had somewhat calmed his anger, shouted, silencing the cadets.
    

    
      Then he glared at me and asked.
    

    
      "Hey. You're saying it's fabricated?"
    

    
      "Yes."
    

    
      When I calmly nodded, Allen Desico's expression crumpled mercilessly.
    

    
      "There were no signs of any magical manipulation in that photo. I've already checked, so I know."
    

    
      I tilted my head.
    

    
      "Is that so? Then I guess you checked incorrectly."
    

    
      "......You punk. You seem confident, don't you? Alright, fine. Let's hear it."
    

    
      I was planning to do just that.
    

    
      I held up the photo so that everyone in the hall could see.
    

    
      "Here. As you can see, this is a photo of me holding a skull-shaped mask. It's undoubtedly the same photo that was posted on the bulletin board, which I took down for investigation."
    

    
      Then, I picked up a water pouch that had been spat out by the subspace and had fallen to the floor, and poured it over the photo.
    

    
      And then, something amazing happened.
    

    
      Drip──
    

    
      The photo, upon touching the water, melted as if it were ice cream and was washed away by the stream of water.
    

    
      Everyone stared at me with dumbfounded expressions as the photo, which had been standing stiffly between my fingers just a moment ago, disappeared without a trace.
    

    
      "What, what was that?"
    

    
      "Did it disappear?"
    

    
      "Is it supposed to do that? Do photos normally melt and disappear when they touch water?"
    

    
      "What are you talking about? It just gets wet and that's it. Why would it disappear?"
    

    
      The murmuring grew louder, and the surroundings became noisy again, but this time, even Allen Desico remained silent. 
    

    
      He too was startled by the phenomenon before his eyes.
    

    
      '......What happened? I was sure I had confirmed that there was no magical manipulation.'
    

    
      He was curious.
    

    
      The desire of an explorer stimulated his curiosity.
    

    
      However, he did not ask.
    

    
      At this moment, he thought that his dignity and pride as a professor were more important than a magician's curiosity.
    

    
      "What does this prove?"
    

    
      "What do you mean? It disappeared when it touched water. Didn't you see?"
    

    
      "I saw. You're destroying the evidence."
    

    
      "Does a photo normally melt and disappear when it touches water?"
    

    
      "No, it doesn't. But the fact that it melts doesn't prove that it's fabricated."
    

    
      I smirked.
    

    
      "That's true too. Then how about this."
    

    
      I put my hand inside my coat and pulled it out.
    

    
      A camera was now in my hand.
    

    
      I raised the camera and pressed the button.
    

    
      With a click, the figures of Allen and the other professors were captured in the camera.
    

    
      "Hey. What are you doing now?"
    

    
      Allen immediately showed his displeasure, but I paid him no mind and then took a picture of the longsword lying on the floor.
    

    
      Click-
    

    
      Then, as I held down the button while pointing at the empty air,
    

    
      Kiiiiing──
    

    
      A yellow light was emitted from the lens, and two images formed in the air.
    

    
      The images were blurry and their shapes were not clear, but if one squinted and looked closely, one could tell that they were the photos of the professors and the longsword I had just taken.
    

    
      At the same time, Dayle's voice from last night replayed in my mind.
    

    
      ─'First of all, this is a device I've named the 'multifunction machine.' You can use it like a normal camera, but if you press and hold the shutter button on top, a light is emitted and the image from the photo is formed in front of you.'
    

    
      "This is a magical tool called a multifunction machine, made by a workshop artisan named 'Reed.' It's similar to a camera, but slightly different. It has additional functions. The principle is that it gathers water droplets in the air and projects the image onto them, so the resolution might be a bit low, but, like this."
    

    
      I raised my hand.
    

    
      "......It can be manipulated."
    

    
      First, the image of the professors.
    

    
      As my palm brushed over it, the figures of the professors began to be erased one by one as if an eraser had passed over them.
    

    
      After erasing them without hesitation, only one professor was left.
    

    
      Then, I carefully controlled the image of the longsword that was separately to the side.
    

    
      I reduced its size and carefully moved it to be in the hand of the lone professor, making sure the image didn't spread.
    

    
      Then, I stepped back and released the shutter that had been held down.
    

    
      Flash!
    

    
      The emitted light was sucked back into the multifunction machine through the lens and it immediately spat out a photo like a Polaroid.
    

    
      "Here."
    

    
      I handed it to Allen, and Allen, upon receiving it and looking at the photo, his expression crumpled miserably.
    

    
      "Looking at it like that, you look more like the head of the Martial Arts Department than Professor Pirion."
    

    
      In the photo, Allen was standing there holding a longsword.
    

    
      "What do you think? Should I show you more? Should I make you into a skull mask too, Head Professor Allen? If you just prepare a night raven staff and a skull-shaped mask, I can definitely make it for you."
    

    
      "Haha. No, I don't think that will be necessary, Gerard. On behalf of the Academy, I apologize for suspecting you."
    

    
      It was the Vice-Dean.
    

    
      The Vice-Dean, who had watched the entire process from beginning to end, pushed the silent Allen back and readily admitted their mistake.
    

    
      "We were too forceful and didn't trust you."
    

    
      I had perfectly proven that the photo was fabricated.
    

    
      To insist further would be nothing more than stubbornness.
    

    
      "Well, it's alright. I understand the Academy's situation."
    

    
      "Thank you for thinking so. So, who on earth is the person who planned this? To be honest, we did consider it. We know it's someone from the Academy. There was a witness. However, we don't know anything beyond that. To have planned something this meticulous, it would be difficult without a considerable grudge, and I'm not sure if there's any cadet who holds a grudge against you."
    

    
      "I didn't know at first either."
    

    
      That's right.
    

    
      I didn't know either.
    

    
      To be precise, it would be more accurate to say I had forgotten.
    

    
      'I never thought it would be that guy.'
    

    
      But as soon as Dayle described his appearance, I knew.
    

    
      Ah. There was that guy.
    

    
      If it was him, he would have enough reason to hold a grudge against me.
    

    
      His name was.
    

    
      'Reinz.'
    

    
      Reinz was a cadet of the 890th class who had been in my team during Professor Ilai's 'Twilight of the Dawnflower' search at the beginning of the semester. 
    

    
      He was the one who tried to betray me and the team, and ended up causing the Swamp Orc commotion by bursting the Beast Pouch.
    

    
      As a consequence, he was subjected to a harsh interrogation at the Central Knights Headquarters and although he thankfully returned to the Academy, his actions were not forgiven, and he was treated as if he didn't exist at the Academy.
    

    
      He had been forgotten.
    

    
      'I never imagined he would scheme something like this.'
    

    
      I turned my eyes and looked past the professors, to where the cadets were gathered.
    

    
      There, Reinz was, his lips pale and trembling, his anxious eyes darting around.
    

    
      "If you look at this photo, you'll see a signature that says 'R'. It's a sort of mark that Reed leaves on the inventions he creates. I mentioned it earlier, right? Reed. The workshop artisan. As luck would have it, Reed and I are acquainted."
    

    
      Keeping my gaze on Reinz, I continued speaking.
    

    
      "So I met with Reed and asked him. About this photo."
    

    
      "What did he say?"
    

    
      "He said that the photo was indeed taken by the multifunction machine he created. And that he has only ever made two multifunction machines. One for experimentation and one for completion. This multifunction machine in my hand right now is the completed one I borrowed from him last night, and the experimental one was disposed of. To a certain, Academy cadet."
    

    
      "Did he tell you about him?"
    

    
      "Of course."
    

    
      "Who did he say it was?"
    

    
      "He is......"
    

    
      A silence gradually pressed down on the surroundings.
    

    
      Everyone's eyes were on my lips.
    

    
      Finally, my lips parted.
    

    
      "Reinz."
    

    
      At the same time, a scream mixed with sobs erupted.
    

    
      "Kkeuaaaaaaaah!"
    

    
      It was Reinz.
    

    
      "No! It wasn't me! I, I was just......"
    

    
      At that moment, a surprising change occurred.
    

    
      "......Gurgle."
    

    
      Reinz's body, which had been screaming, began to swell abnormally.
    

    
      Starting from his right shoulder, his legs, forearms, and chest grew like a balloon. 
    

    
      Crimson muscles protruded from his torn skin, and the size of the muscles was so large that Reinz's face, placed between the shoulder muscles, was grotesquely crushed, barely maintaining its shape.
    

    
      "Ugh!"
    

    
      "Wha, what is this!"
    

    
      "Move!"
    

    
      It happened in an instant.
    

    
      The cadets who were nearby quickly distanced themselves from Reinz's sudden mutation and enlargement.
    

    
      They then each drew their weapons, but perhaps because he had been a human just like them a moment ago.
    

    
      The cadets hesitated, unable to do anything and in that time, Reinz lunged at them like a wolf pouncing on a flock of sheep.
    

    
      "Kkeuaaaaaaah!"
    

    
      A cadet of the 890th class, who failed to dodge the attack, was caught in Reinz's hands.
    

    
      And holding the head and legs of his former classmate, he pulled them to either side with force.
    

    
      Crack-
    

    
      Just as the gruesome scene was about to unfold before their eyes.
    

    
      Fwhak!
    

    
      Reinz's arm was severed.
    

    
      Starting with that, a strong gust of wind blew Reinz's body upwards.
    

    
      [Wind's Requiem].
    

    
      With a horrifying sound of 'crunch, crunch!', all the elements of Reinz's body exploded, broke, and folded, forming them into a sphere.
    

    
      Crunch!
    

    
      Reinz was no longer there.
    

    
      Only a meatball made of flesh and blood floated in the air.
    

    
      "......"
    

    
      As everyone stared at the scene with bewildered eyes.
    

    
      The one responsible for making Reinz that way blew him away with a single gesture.
    

    
      And said.
    

    
      "......Hmm. It seems I've chosen the wrong time to visit."
    

    
      Everyone's eyes turned to him.
    

    
      A professor who recognized his identity muttered a name with his eyes wide open.
    

    
      "Si, Sigaro Isaac......?"
    

    
      The man called the Royal Knight who protects the Emperor and the continent's only magic swordsman.
    

    
      Sigaro Isaac had visited the Academy.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Although Reinz had died, the atmosphere at the Academy was unaffected.
    

    
      The atmosphere was the same as usual.
    

    
      Quiet and tranquil.
    

    
      The same was true for Royal Dream, the empire's largest newspaper.
    

    
      Although an Academy cadet had died after being caught up in an incident on campus, there was no mention of Reinz's death anywhere in the articles.
    

    
      [The culprit was a junior who held a grudge against Gerard.]
    

    
      That one line was all, his name was not even mentioned.
    

    
      I didn't have any particular feelings about it.
    

    
      Reinz wasn't an important character in the main story anyway, and he was a guy who hated me anyway.
    

    
      That's not to say I'm glad that the bastard who hated me died.
    

    
      It's just, something feels off.
    

    
      If he hated me that much, he would have shown some suspicious signs before, but I never got that feeling.
    

    
      Reinz was quiet, and I never felt anything suspicious about his behavior.
    

    
      "Or was he just quietly waiting for an opportunity? Was his patience that great?"
    

    
      Well, even if that's possible.
    

    
      It's also strange that he suddenly mutated as soon as his identity was revealed.
    

    
      Yes,
    

    
      this is actually the most suspicious point.
    

    
      The sudden mutation.
    

    
      The beastification.
    

    
      The beastification that Reinz caused was the result of 'Gromhel,' one of the Beltus Cult's drugs. 
    

    
      A human who has taken Gromhel for a long time gradually becomes consumed by madness and at some point, the mutation progresses, and they become a beast.
    

    
      "But the mutation he showed was far from 'gradual.' It was literally sudden."
    

    
      As if someone next to him had pressed a button.
    

    
      Considering that there were no cult members around at the time, it was a strange incident.
    

    
      Rachel wasn't there either.
    

    
      And even if she was, the probability of her having done such a thing converges to zero.
    

    
      "Ah."
    

    
      Then, another person who was nearby comes to mind.
    

    
      "......I had forgotten about him."
    

    
      His name was Sigaro Isaac.
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      Chapter 177 : Sigaro Isaac
    

    
      The incident of Reinz's death and my being suspected was brushed over partly because Reinz's name value was so insignificant, and partly because the Academy had intervened.
    

    
      However, even if the Academy hadn't intervened, Reinz's death would have been buried anyway.
    

    
      To the reporters, the subsequent appearance of Sigaro Isaac and his visit to the Academy was a more tantalizing topic.
    

    
      One look at the Royal Dream made it clear.
    

    
      [The Empire's Greatest Magic Swordsman! Why Did the Sword that Protects the Emperor Leave the Royal Palace to Visit the Academy?]
    

    
      [The Sleeping Black Lion, Finally Turning His Gaze to Nurturing a Disciple?]
    

    
      Sensational headlines and articles.
    

    
      Sigaro Isaac's movements were drawing the attention of many, and public opinion was writing down its own speculations about the reason and purpose of his visit to the Academy.
    

    
      Reading them, I thought about the figure named Sigaro Isaac.
    

    
      He has many titles attached to him, such as the continent's first magic swordsman, the Emperor's black lion, and so on.
    

    
      The black lion became his symbolic animal because of the characteristic of black lions living alone, unlike regular lions that live in prides.
    

    
      The king of the great plains who fights against magical beasts larger than himself to protect his territory.
    

    
      They say it's similar to the life story of the man named Sigaro Isaac.
    

    
      Anyway, he wasn't covered in detail, and he didn't have much contact with the player character, Ivan, so I don't know the details.
    

    
      Still, what's certain is that his disposition is clearly 'good'.
    

    
      I've seen the ending dozens of times, but there was never any description or explanation that he was a member of the cult.
    

    
      "Did he really just happen to come by, find Reinz who had turned into a magical beast, and take care of him for me?"
    

    
      For now, it would be reasonable to see it that way.
    

    
      "Ah. Maybe it wasn't by chance? He came to see Yuria and witnessed such a thing."
    

    
      As the articles speculated, the purpose of Sigaro Isaac's visit to the Academy was indeed Yuria.
    

    
      I don't know the exact reason.
    

    
      He might have been intrigued as a fellow magic swordsman, or he might really be intending to train her as a disciple.
    

    
      However, out of consideration for the deceased, he only had a brief conversation with the professors before leaving the Academy.
    

    
      And the day he said he would come again was today.
    

    
      "When is he coming?"
    

    
      I thought he would at least come late in the afternoon after finishing his daily routine, but his visit was earlier than I expected.
    

    
      It was when I had an early breakfast and was training with Yuria as always.
    

    
      After exchanging a round of swords with Yuria.
    

    
      As I was about to sit on a bench to cool off and give feedback on the spar we just had, an announcement looking for Yuria rang out.
    

    
      Chiiik──
    

    
      [Ah, ah. This is a broadcast from the main building. 890th class Yuria, please come to the Vice-Dean's office on the 4th floor of the main building immediately. I repeat. 890th class Yuria, please come immediately......]
    

    
      "Senior."
    

    
      Honestly, it was a bit bewildering.
    

    
      "Uh...... I guess he's here."
    

    
      "I know, right."
    

    
      Yuria looked at me with deep disappointment.
    

    
      I too felt the flow being cut off here, and my brow furrowed automatically.
    

    
      "Aish. I was just about to get fired up with the passion for learning. Right?"
    

    
      "Yes."
    

    
      "What's the rush that he came so early? The workload of the Royal Knights must be more relaxed than I thought."
    

    
      "I guess so."
    

    
      "What a cushy job. Let's try to get in there after we graduate."
    

    
      Yuria nodded.
    

    
      A chuckle could be heard from between her slightly raised lips.
    

    
      A sense of pride spread through my chest as my joke landed successfully again.
    

    
      Come to think of it, Yuria was great because she laughed well at whatever I said. 
    

    
      How do I know this? Because my jokes didn't land well with other women like Karina, Rachel, or Professor Ilai.
    

    
      'As expected of my right hand.'
    

    
      Naturally, I had no intention of letting Sigaro Isaac take Yuria away from me, not even as much as a mosquito's asshole.
    

    
      'He wants to recruit her as a disciple? Absolutely not.'
    

    
      How did I raise Yuria?
    

    
      The saying 'to cook porridge and give it to a dog' does not apply to me.
    

    
      "Let's go."
    

    
      "Yes."
    

    
      However, this could be purely my personal thought and greed.
    

    
      What if Yuria herself wants to learn properly from Sigaro Isaac and become a great magic swordsman?
    

    
      It's true that I was the one who first showed her the path of a magic swordsman, but the one who actually walked that path is not me, but Sigaro Isaac.
    

    
      No matter how much I give feedback and become her training partner, a single word of heartfelt advice from an experienced person who has walked that path before could be more valuable to Yuria.
    

    
      No, it most certainly will be.
    

    
      So Yuria's thoughts could be different from mine.
    

    
      This being the case, I'm curious about her true feelings.
    

    
      So, while heading to the main building, I carefully asked her.
    

    
      "Yuria."
    

    
      "Yes, senior."
    

    
      "In my opinion, I think Sir Isaac came all this way because of you."
    

    
      "Why?"
    

    
      ......What do you mean, why?
    

    
      Is she asking back because she genuinely doesn't know? 
    

    
      I looked at Yuria.
    

    
      It seemed she really didn't know.
    

    
      Her jet-black eyes staring at me were sparkling with pure curiosity.
    

    
      'This is bewildering in its own way.'
    

    
      Still, I felt good for some reason.
    

    
      Her reaction had already given me the answer.
    

    
      'She's not even interested at all. Hehe.'
    

    
      Sigaro Isaac? So what.
    

    
      The reaction Yuria just showed was exactly that.
    

    
      Still, just in case, I decided to ask her directly again.
    

    
      "He's been the only magic swordsman on the continent until now, so wouldn't he be interested that a new magic swordsman has appeared at the Academy?"
    

    
      "Yes."
    

    
      "So he'd be curious, and there would be various things he'd want to teach you. Right?"
    

    
      "He wants to teach me? Why?"
    

    
      "Well, because you'd have something in common."
    

    
      A strange light appeared in Yuria's eyes.
    

    
      "Being the only one might seem special to others, but it might not be for the person themselves."
    

    
      Sigaro Isaac built up numerous proofs and results to be recognized as a magic swordsman.
    

    
      However, people only focus on the results. 
    

    
      No one understands the blood, sweat and effort he shed to achieve them.
    

    
      "It's a hardship that only another magic swordsman, someone just like him, can understand."
    

    
      The loneliness and solitude he received from that, only he would know.
    

    
      "But now, a new magic swordsman who can understand him has appeared at the Academy. How happy would he be? He'd want to meet you quickly, share stories, and teach you all the techniques, tips, and insights he has learned."
    

    
      "For free?"
    

    
      "Of course not. I think he'd probably ask you to come work under him after graduation. Someone of the rank of a Royal Knight should be able to employ a few personal knights."
    

    
      "......"
    

    
      "Wow, the more I think about it, that's an incredible opportunity, huh? To receive teachings under a Royal Knight. It's an unparalleled honor. You'd be a fool to refuse, a fool."
    

    
      After praising it excessively, I sneakily turned my eyes to glance at Yuria's side profile, but Yuria showed no particular reaction.
    

    
      Complete indifference.
    

    
      ......Or so I thought.
    

    
      "What about you, senior?"
    

    
      A question came at me like a hook.
    

    
      "......Huh? What about me?"
    

    
      "If, as you say, he wants to take me in as an apprentice knight, and I accept that offer. What about you, senior?"
    

    
      You're even asking that?
    

    
      Of course it would suck!
    

    
      I wanted to say that.
    

    
      But, my damn mouth spouted words completely different from my inner thoughts.
    

    
      "That's your choice. It's not something I can tell you what to do."
    

    
      "I see. I understand. Ah, we're here."
    

    
      ......Huh?
    

    
      "Then I'll be back. See you in the evening."
    

    
      Yuria, who had arrived at the main building's front gate before I knew it, quickly ran up the stairs.
    

    
      Watching her back, I thought.
    

    
      'She understands? What?'
    

    
      Shit. I'm definitely seriously afflicted with the cool-guy disease, the nice-senior disease.
    

    
      'What? It's your choice so I can't tell you what to do? You fucking idiot.'
    

    
      I grabbed my forehead and screamed silently.
    

    
      It was too late to regret.
    

    
      She was already gone.
    

    
      I sat down on a nearby bench for now.
    

    
      As I pondered, I automatically brought my nails to my mouth and started chewing on them.
    

    
      'What if Yuria really accepts Sigaro's offer?'
    

    
      Of course, I believe Yuria won't.
    

    
      From what I've seen of her for a long time, that's my feeling.
    

    
      But isn't there always a 'what if'.
    

    
      Also.
    

    
      'I don't know what Sir Isaac will say to Yuria inside.'
    

    
      I get that the person named Sigaro Isaac has a 'good' disposition, I get it. 
    

    
      But the problem is that I have no idea what sweet offer he will use to entice Yuria. 
    

    
      That has nothing to do with being good or bad.
    

    
      'I can't stand the curiosity.'
    

    
      So I decided to use that guy.
    

    
      Peter.
    

    
      My last familiar, a familiar that could also be called my other eye existing in the Academy.
    

    
      As I drew up my mana and focused my mind, I felt a new sense open up as my bond with the guy who was staying in the auditorium connected strongly.
    

    
      Sensory sharing that occurs when the rapport between a summoner and a familiar is high.
    

    
      In that state, I moved Peter from the auditorium and sent him straight to the Vice-Dean's office.
    

    
      But there was a problem.
    

    
      'Let's go a little faster. Pleeease. Why are you so slow?'
    

    
      The distance from the auditorium to the Vice-Dean's office was a bit far.
    

    
      And since Peter was such a small and precious guy, there was a bit of a movement speed issue.
    

    
      'Damn it. At this rate, the conversation will be over.'
    

    
      And so, somehow, I arrived at the Vice-Dean's office.
    

    
      As I passed through the narrow gap between the floor and the door, I could hear the sound of a conversation riding on the vibration of the air.
    

    
      [Why? May I ask the reason?]
    

    
      Fortunately, it seemed I wasn't too late.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Just before going up to the 4th floor where the Vice-Dean's office was located, Yuria looked out the window.
    

    
      There was Gerard, covering his face and acting strangely before sitting down on a bench.
    

    
      'Is senior going to wait for me?'
    

    
      Maybe not, but with a glimmer of hope, a smile spread across her lips before she knew it.
    

    
      The disappointment she had felt from Gerard's lukewarm answer a moment ago vanished as if washed away.
    

    
      'Senior might be waiting, so I have to come out quickly.'
    

    
      Yuria went back up.
    

    
      As Gerard had said, the Vice-Dean's call was highly likely to be related to Sigaro Isaac.
    

    
      If not, there would be no reason for him to be called alone.
    

    
      In fact, that prediction was accurate.
    

    
      Knock knock-
    

    
      The Vice-Dean's office she entered.
    

    
      There, besides the Vice-Dean, Karad, one man was sitting on the sofa, waiting for Yuria.
    

    
      "You're here, Yuria. There is someone who wishes to see you. You probably saw him from a distance once. Please greet him, this is the Royal Knight, Sigaro Isaac. Sir Isaac."
    

    
      "Hello. I am the 890th class hero cadet, Yuria."
    

    
      "Yes. It's nice to meet you."
    

    
      Sigaro's eyes, staring at Yuria, flashed for a moment.
    

    
      "A magic swordsman?"
    

    
      He didn't beat around the bush and went straight to the point.
    

    
      "I haven't been officially recognized, but for now, I am being educated as such."
    

    
      "Education? Was there a magic swordsman education course at the Academy?"
    

    
      At Sigaro's question, the Vice-Dean shook his head.
    

    
      "Of course there is no such thing. It's a temporary measure, but we are providing as much support as possible by assigning two supervising professors to give special guidance."
    

    
      "Who are the two supervising professors?"
    

    
      "They are Ronica Jasmine and Chaser Idna, we have assigned skilled individuals."
    

    
      Hearing the names of the two, Sigaro nodded his head automatically.
    

    
      Just having one of them attached to provide special guidance was incredible, but to have two attached was a tremendous privilege.
    

    
      "That's unexpected. It must not have been an easy decision. There must have been some opposition."
    

    
      "Haha. I can't deny it. It would have been difficult if not for the Dean's decision."
    

    
      "The Dean? Is he still involved in the Academy's administration?"
    

    
      "Of course. Well, he does pass most of it on to me. There was also the opinion of another friend."
    

    
      "Another friend, do you mean the cadet named Gerard you mentioned earlier?"
    

    
      "Haha. That's right."
    

    
      At the mention of Gerard's name, Yuria's body flinched. Sigaro Isaac did not miss that minute reaction.
    

    
      "Anyway, the cadet Yuria here has clearly proven her path and conviction, and we have accepted it as genuine. That is why we promised our full support."
    

    
      "......"
    

    
      "However, we also don't know how that process looks in the eyes of an actual magic swordsman."
    

    
      Sigaro looked at Yuria.
    

    
      Until then, Yuria had been sitting still on the sofa with her gaze fixed on the empty air.
    

    
      "Do you know why I wanted to see you?"
    

    
      "No."
    

    
      "Is that so? Still, you must have a rough idea. I came here to make you an offer."
    

    
      And the offer that came out of his mouth was even more surprising than expected.
    

    
      "Leave the Academy and come work under me."
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      Chapter 178: The Devil's Seed (1)
    

    
      Sigaro’s eyes scanned Yuria.
    

    
      But the emotion on Yuria’s face was no different than before.
    

    
      Calmness.
    

    
      ‘She’s not wavering.’
    

    
      It would have been normal to be surprised by such a proposal.
    

    
      Sigaro twisted his lips, blaming himself for coming without any preparation regarding this person named Yuria.
    

    
      “I’ll say it again. Leave the Academy and come work under me. I will pass on everything I have to you. I’ve already spoken with the Vice-Dean.”
    

    
      Yuria’s eyes turned to the Vice-Dean.
    

    
      The Vice-Dean nodded, confirming that his words were true.
    

    
      “The Academy’s curriculum for magic swordsmen is somewhat lacking. If you wish, I have accepted his offer for you to go to Sir Isaac. Of course, if you go and find yourself missing the Academy, you are welcome to return.”
    

    
      She could go and train under Sigaro and if she didn't like it, she could come back.
    

    
      It was, truly, an unprecedented and unconventional treatment in the history of the Academy.
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “Hmm?”
    

    
      “Why are you doing so much for me?”
    

    
      She didn't understand.
    

    
      Let’s set aside the Vice-Dean.
    

    
      He was a man who had always done his best to improve the Academy’s educational environment, and along with the Dean, had even promised to actively support Yuria in becoming a proper magic swordsman.
    

    
      So, for Yuria’s training, he could certainly do that.
    

    
      But Sigaro Isaac’s case was different.
    

    
      He and Yuria had met for the first time today.
    

    
      No matter how much they walked the same path, from Yuria’s perspective, it was excessive kindness and attention.
    

    
      “Sometimes, when an older person sees a younger junior, they get lost in various sentiments. It could be envy and admiration for youth, or it could be altruism.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “I can’t explain it definitively either. But you are a child born with the same magic swordsman qualities as me. I think that’s reason enough. Don’t you?”
    

    
      At Sigaro’s words, Yuria remained silent.
    

    
      It was impossible to tell what she was thinking just by looking at her expression.
    

    
      Finally, her mouth opened.
    

    
      And the words that came out were quite surprising.
    

    
      “I’m sorry.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “No. Yuria?”
    

    
      “I’m sorry, Vice-Dean. And Sir Isaac. I’m grateful for your consideration, but I still have much to learn at the Academy. I want to stay at the Academy.”
    

    
      At that moment, Sigaro’s expression changed strangely.
    

    
      “Why? May I ask the reason?”
    

    
      “I told you I still have a lot to learn at the Academy.”
    

    
      “No. That’s not a reason. If you come to me, you can naturally learn everything you would at the Academy.”
    

    
      “I still don’t want to.”
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      Yuria did not answer.
    

    
      She just kept her lips tightly sealed, staring intently at Sigaro’s face in front of her.
    

    
      The same went for Sigaro.
    

    
      The two magic swordsmen stared into each other’s eyes without a word.
    

    
      The Vice-Dean, in the middle, quietly watched the scene and was lost in thought.
    

    
      ‘Why did that child refuse Sir Isaac’s offer?’
    

    
      It was an unconventional offer by any standard, and could be called a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.
    

    
      Sigaro Isaac’s reputation was not built on nothing.
    

    
      He was a pioneer who had fused the realms of sword and magic, which were thought to be completely incompatible, and a trailblazer who had carved a new path.
    

    
      How many knights and mages had he brought to their knees, shattering the prejudices and stereotypes of countless people.
    

    
      The named magical beasts he had defeated numbered more than ten fingers, and it was an unprecedented event in history for a commoner to be personally granted the surname ‘Isaac (the new)’ by the emperor for such achievements.
    

    
      Going under Sigaro Isaac and becoming a Royal Knight was a greater shortcut to honor and success than completing studies at the Academy and joining one of the Five Great Knight Orders.
    

    
      ‘But why? Yuria couldn’t be unaware of that… could it be?’
    

    
      At that moment, one person flashed through his mind.
    

    
      In the past, he would have laughed it off, but recalling the report of the damaged training equipment in the training hall during the recent false accusation incident, it seemed plausible enough.
    

    
      ‘Hohoho. If it’s really because of that, this is what youth is all about.’
    

    
      A warmth filled the gaze of the Vice-Dean, Karad, as he looked at Yuria.
    

    
      It was a choice that could only be made by the young.
    

    
      “Why did you come to the Academy?”
    

    
      Just then, Sigaro opened his mouth.
    

    
      “No particular reason. I came because they said they’d feed and house me.”
    

    
      “Then you must lack ambition.”
    

    
      Yuria didn’t particularly deny it.
    

    
      Because he was right.
    

    
      At first, that is, until she entered the Academy, she had no particular purpose in life, nor any dreams.
    

    
      But not anymore.
    

    
      As the human named Gerard came into her view, and as she learned and realized many things from him, Gerard had entered her heart at some point.
    

    
      And the feelings for him were gradually growing.
    

    
      ‘I have to repay what I received from senior.’
    

    
      If that was Yuria's dream now, it was her dream.
    

    
      “Alright, I understand. I can’t force someone who doesn’t want to come. But it’s still a great shame about your talent.”
    

    
      “I’m sorry to disappoint you.”
    

    
      Hmm, Sigaro stroked his beard.
    

    
      “I’d like to ask just one thing. I understand that the person who first discovered your talent as a magic swordsman was a cadet from the 888th class named Gerard, is that correct?”
    

    
      “That’s right.”
    

    
      “And you’re still training with him?”
    

    
      Yuria nodded.
    

    
      “Because he’s my mentor.”
    

    
      “Mentor?”
    

    
      “It’s one of the Academy’s systems. One of the seniors is attached to provide close guidance on matters the professors can’t attend to.”
    

    
      At the Vice-Dean’s explanation, Sigaro nodded.
    

    
      “In that case, could you tell me what kind of training you received from him, and what you are receiving now?”
    

    
      “Um.”
    

    
      “If it’s difficult, you can just briefly explain the process.”
    

    
      Yuria was not very keen on it, but having just refused his offer, she felt a bit awkward refusing this as well.
    

    
      So she recounted, as concisely as possible, only the situation and atmosphere of when she first met Gerard and how she was trained.
    

    
      “Is that enough?”
    

    
      “Yes. Thank you.”
    

    
      Sigaro had a somewhat complicated and subtle expression.
    

    
      Then he threw out a remark.
    

    
      “I’ll visit the Academy from time to time to check on your training.”
    

    
      “……!”
    

    
      “Don’t think it's strange. It’s just the consideration of a senior walking the same path.”
    

    
      Yuria and the Vice-Dean looked at him in surprise.
    

    
      “Why? Don’t tell me you’re going to refuse this too?”
    

    
      Yuria shook her head.
    

    
      Who would refuse when a Royal Knight himself offered to go to such lengths?
    

    
      As if satisfied with her reaction, Sigaro finally smiled faintly.
    

    
      “Alright. I’ll see you then. I’ll be taking my leave now, Vice-Dean.”
    

    
      “Ah. Please do.”
    

    
      Sigaro shot up from his seat and walked towards the door.
    

    
      Then he paused for a moment and suddenly bent down to pick something up.
    

    
      “Hmm? What’s wrong?”
    

    
      “Ah. It’s nothing. There was a spider.”
    

    
      “A spider?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      Squish, after crushing the spider in his hand, Sigaro smirked and left the Dean’s office.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “Keuk.”
    

    
      As the bond with Peter was forcibly severed, a brief but intense pain shook my mind.
    

    
      ‘This bastard… What is it? Did he notice?’
    

    
      No matter how high-level a mage was, it wasn’t easy to recognize a spider as a familiar just by looking at it.
    

    
      It wasn't a matter determined by the level of mastery, but one that required solely experience and intuition.
    

    
      ‘To say he caught it just because he happened to see a spider seems unnatural in many ways.’
    

    
      It’s a shame I couldn’t see the situation with my own eyes because the visual link was cut off.
    

    
      Still, from what I knew, Sigaro Isaac had accumulated a great deal of experience to be recognized as a magic swordsman.
    

    
      In other words, it meant that he could have suspected eavesdropping upon seeing a spider suddenly appear in the Vice-Dean’s office.
    

    
      ‘Still, there’s no proof.’
    

    
      Just then, someone stood in front of me.
    

    
      “Gerard?”
    

    
      I lifted my head.
    

    
      “Who…?”
    

    
      I knew, but I pretended not to.
    

    
      The one in front of me was Sigaro Isaac, who had just come out of the main building.
    

    
      “Huhu.”
    

    
      Sigaro Isaac responded with a laugh instead of an answer.
    

    
      Seeing that laugh, an inexplicable sense of unease ran down my spine.
    

    
      ‘What is this…?’
    

    
      It feels strange.
    

    
      Something feels off.
    

    
      I didn’t feel this way even when I faced Duke Zain, who was stronger than the Sigaro Isaac before me.
    

    
      It’s a different kind.
    

    
      If Duke Zain was someone my reason rejected, Sigaro Isaac was someone my instincts were rejecting.
    

    
      I couldn’t understand, but anyway.
    

    
      I suppressed all emotions and feelings and continued my act.
    

    
      “……Ah. I remember now. Didn’t you visit before?”
    

    
      “I am Sigaro Isaac.”
    

    
      I got up from my seat.
    

    
      “It is an honor to meet a Royal Knight. I am Gerard, an 888th class hero cadet.”
    

    
      “Yes. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”
    

    
      He then scanned me from head to toe with a sharp gaze.
    

    
      And he asked.
    

    
      “I was just on my way from meeting Yuria. I heard from her that you were the one who discovered her talent as a magic swordsman.”
    

    
      “That is correct. Is there a problem?”
    

    
      I knew from listening through Peter.
    

    
      Sigaro had shown quite a lot of curiosity and interest in me, and until a moment ago I thought it was simply because of my insight in finding Yuria, but now it suddenly occurred to me that might not be the case.
    

    
      “A problem? There is none. I was just curious.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “I’ll see you next time.”
    

    
      Next time? As I looked at him with that question in my eyes, Sigaro instead looked behind me.
    

    
      Just then, Yuria was coming out of the main building.
    

    
      He must have meant I should ask her what I was curious about.
    

    
      And so, my first meeting with Sigaro Isaac ended with an unexpected feeling of unease.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The peace that came after the end of the War of Villains continued for quite a long time.
    

    
      Others might not know, but to me, who knew the nature of this world, that time felt like the calm before the storm.
    

    
      So I resumed the restoration work that had been temporarily halted.
    

    
      So far, I have found three of Shadow’s advanced visions.
    

    
      The Second Seat, Rendal’s [Dark Sprint].
    

    
      The Third Seat, Kanabi’s [Stealth].
    

    
      The Fourth Seat, Magello’s [Dagger Shift].
    

    
      If I add to this the First Seat, Yugen’s advanced vision [Imitation], which Luis originally possessed, it could be said that the restoration of all advanced secret tomes corresponding to Intermediate Thievery was complete.
    

    
      But it doesn’t end here.
    

    
      Extreme secret visions belonging to Advanced Thievery and artifacts called ‘Divine Objects’ were also lost, so those had to be recovered as well.
    

    
      ‘There’s still a long way to go.’
    

    
      It doesn’t matter.
    

    
      It means our Shadow can become that much stronger.
    

    
      You could tell just by looking at how we won the War of Villains even in an incomplete state.
    

    
      It was true that we had ruled the nights of Icata.
    

    
      ‘I wonder what it will be like when we are complete. I’m already looking forward to it.’
    

    
      The next destination was decided.
    

    
      I recalled the words Evan had left me before he departed for his hometown with his mother.
    

    
      ─‘Gerard. If you ever get the chance, try going to Binhawk.’
    

    
      ─‘Two years ago, I met a man there. He was an incredibly strong man who, like you, didn’t use an Aura Sword.’
    

    
      ─‘I lost to him.’
    

    
      Binhawk.
    

    
      A city on the western border of the Empire, adjacent to the Naimus Empire.
    

    
      There, there was a strong master who was skilled enough to defeat Evan without using an Aura Sword.
    

    
      I judged that to be the First Seat, Yugen.
    

    
      Because all the circumstances pointed to him.
    

    
      Of course, this too was a guess, so it wasn’t certain.
    

    
      ‘Well, I’ll know when I get there.’
    

    
      However.
    

    
      I had to postpone these journeys for a while.
    

    
      The peace was shattered, and a storm was once again brewing at the Academy.
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      [What? The 4th-years are dying?]
    

    
      [That's right.]
    

    
      Luis's whisper continued.
    

    
      [But, from what I've found out, this is the second time. On the 11th. So, last week, a squad from the Northern Knights was annihilated by some sort of attack, and the method of killing is identical to that time.]
    

    
      I was so shocked I couldn't close my mouth.
    

    
      Luis's report was as follows.
    

    
      For the 4th-years who couldn't graduate early, all their classes are replaced with off-campus activities.
    

    
      And that's where the incident occurred.
    

    
      Just because they couldn't graduate early didn't mean they were falling behind.
    

    
      In the first place, early graduation was the domain of geniuses, with maybe one per class.
    

    
      The rest were still renowned talents, and they were a rather important strategic resource for the Empire.
    

    
      ‘A 4th-year at the Academy is more skilled than those who have graduated from a knight school and are serving as apprentice knights.’
    

    
      Much like doing an internship in the modern world, they too belong to various knight orders or military units to learn practical skills.
    

    
      Generally, during this period, many build their reputation and increase their own value.
    

    
      Yeah, well.
    

    
      It's not like cases of dying from such greed are completely unheard of.
    

    
      They happen from time to time.
    

    
      Those who don't know their place and cross an irreversible river in their attempt to gain fame.
    

    
      But they are few.
    

    
      This is because their area of activity is mostly concentrated within the country.
    

    
      The tasks handled within the country are all just dealing with villains or magical beasts.
    

    
      Compared to the border with the Naimus Empire, where battles break out almost daily and the north, which is teeming with magical beasts, it's practically a paradise.
    

    
      In fact, the cases where casualties occur are when they volunteer for the Western Knights on the border out of excessive ambition and meet a mishap.
    

    
      ‘But for incidents to happen consecutively, within the country...’
    

    
      [Does the Academy know about this?]
    

    
      [The information was obtained at dawn yesterday. They'll probably find out sometime today.]
    

    
      I frowned.
    

    
      I definitely remembered seeing a similar incident in the main story.
    

    
      ‘But that event happens much later...’
    

    
      Then, a deep sigh escaped me, huu.
    

    
      ‘How foolish.’
    

    
      To think I'm still having such pathetic thoughts when the main story has been a jumbled mess for who knows how long.
    

    
      An event that was supposed to happen in the future could happen tomorrow, no.
    

    
      It could happen right now, today.
    

    
      To confirm, I asked for their names.
    

    
      The victims' names were Falcon, Windia, and Verlin.
    

    
      ...It was certain.
    

    
      This was a prelude to the 'Nightmare' event.
    

    
      The decisive battle with the demon, Lilith, had been brought forward.
    

    
      [And Master. A request related to this has come in. Mr. Parnaci introduced it, and the client's identity is a reporter from the Royal Dream...]
    

    
      With the contract with the cult broken and the revenue from the Lunatic insufficient to cover the guild's reconstruction funds, the new source of funding we found was Mr. Parnaci.
    

    
      He used his past experience running an intelligence post and the connections he'd built up to mediate with reliable clients.
    

    
      [A reporter?]
    

    
      [Yes. It hasn't been made public yet, but it seems that murders with this same method are occurring all over the empire. It's thanks to this that we were able to get the news earlier than other places.]
    

    
      He was right.
    

    
      What happened to the 4th-years and the Northern Knights was just the tip of the iceberg.
    

    
      It would soon be known, but Lilith was moving around the north, carrying out such indiscriminate human hunts.
    

    
      [So what's the request?]
    

    
      [A photo of the culprit. The base pay is 300 gold. They say they'll add more depending on the photo's composition and clarity.]
    

    
      [...What?]
    

    
      I was startled.
    

    
      At the content of the request.
    

    
      And at the insane payment.
    

    
      I crunch the numbers in my head.
    

    
      300 gold is 150 million.
    

    
      Receiving 150 million for a single request was a scale I hadn't seen even when carrying out requests for the cult.
    

    
      But, considering the gravity of the matter, it was sufficient.
    

    
      The reporter who commissioned the request.
    

    
      No. The reporter is merely a messenger sent by the company, so the executives at the Royal Dream above him must be feeling it too.
    

    
      The great impact this serial murder case will bring to the empire.
    

    
      Even just one photo, if it's a photo that captures the face of the villain who caused the mystery serial murders, 300 gold is actually cheap.
    

    
      ‘And honestly, it's too dangerous. The risk is high.’
    

    
      There's a reason why there hasn't been a single witness so far.
    

    
      Because the opponent is a demon.
    

    
      As someone who knows the identity of that serial killer, it was true that I was hesitant.
    

    
      [Please accept it.]
    

    
      But Luis seemed to have a different idea.
    

    
      [Huh?]
    

    
      [It's not like we're dealing with the villain, it's just one photo, isn't it?]
    

    
      [Uh... That's true. It is, but.]
    

    
      The opponent is a demon.
    

    
      You're pushing me into hell right now, Luis.
    

    
      But Luis, who didn't know this, continued to persuade me.
    

    
      [No matter how many requests Mr. Parnaci brings us, we honestly don't know when another big one like this will come along. Also, it would be good to use this opportunity to make a good impression on the Royal Dream and build some kind of relationship.]
    

    
      Every word was so right that I couldn't think of a rebuttal.
    

    
      Yeah, he's right.
    

    
      For the reconstruction of Shadow, this request was a good opportunity.
    

    
      Not even something to hesitate about.
    

    
      So I nodded my head.
    

    
      [Alright. Accept it.]
    

    
      ***
    

    
      After parting with Luis, my daily routine began as usual.
    

    
      But the quiet atmosphere of the Academy was starting to simmer with something.
    

    
      "Hey, hey, hey, hey, hey! Did you guys hear? Falcon-sunbae from the 887th class! They said he passed away the day before yesterday!"
    

    
      A pebble thrown by someone into a calm lake creates huge ripples.
    

    
      The cadets who had been concentrating on their individual training at the training hall all wore the same surprised expression.
    

    
      "Whaaaat!?"
    

    
      "They said Windia-sunbae and Verlin-sunbae passed away too."
    

    
      "Is that for real?"
    

    
      "You, you didn't mishear, did you?"
    

    
      "I heard it too!"
    

    
      Falcon, Windia, and Verlin of the 887th class.
    

    
      This trio had a considerable reputation at the Academy.
    

    
      It was inevitable, as Falcon and Windia were the heads of the Martial Arts and Psychology Departments, respectively, and Verlin was the second in the Martial Arts Department.
    

    
      They were also famous as the Three Musketeers since they were always together.
    

    
      "Ah! I saw the professors flocking to the main building this morning, I wonder if that's why?"
    

    
      "That's it! That must be it!"
    

    
      They would be shocked to death if they knew the Northern Knights were also hit before this.
    

    
      In fact, in terms of shock alone, that's more shocking.
    

    
      The Northern Knights are the most outstanding combat group among the Five Great Knight Orders, second only to the Western Knights.
    

    
      The Central Knights' high reputation was due to the special nature of protecting the empire's capital; in terms of skill alone, they were after the West and North.
    

    
      ‘Hmm.’
    

    
      I sat on a bench and casually observed the atmosphere.
    

    
      She was still nowhere to be seen.
    

    
      "Senior."
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      Yuria, who had been struggling with an engineering puppet, came over to my side and spoke to me.
    

    
      Her sweat-drenched hair glittered as it caught the sunlight.
    

    
      "Ah, are you all done?"
    

    
      "No."
    

    
      "Then?"
    

    
      "I just stopped and came over. The atmosphere doesn't really feel like one for training..."
    

    
      "Ah. Well, that's true."
    

    
      I smiled bitterly.
    

    
      "By the way, Yuria. Where did Rachel go?"
    

    
      "I don't know."
    

    
      "You don't know?"
    

    
      "No."
    

    
      Yuria nodded and then asked.
    

    
      "But why do you ask about Rachel?"
    

    
      "I feel like I haven't seen her for about 3 days."
    

    
      "Really? It's been a while since I've seen her too."
    

    
      "Do you know since when you haven't seen her?"
    

    
      "I think it's been about that long for me too. 3 days."
    

    
      Disappeared since 3 days ago.
    

    
      That's enough time to start trouble.
    

    
      ‘So it ends up like this after all.’
    

    
      Perhaps my expression looked bad, as Yuria asked with concern.
    

    
      "Senior. Are you okay?"
    

    
      "Ah, yeah. I'm fine, it's just that they were people I knew, so my heart feels heavy. Should we call it a day?"
    

    
      "...Ah."
    

    
      Yuria seemed unable to hide her disappointment, but she reluctantly nodded.
    

    
      After parting with her, I immediately returned to the dormitory.
    

    
      Right after, I sit at my desk and take out a notebook.
    

    
      Alright, let's organize this step by step.
    

    
      Even if the timeline of the main story is mixed up, the detailed content probably hasn't changed much.
    

    
      Within 'Heroes of Frey', there are various events that make up the main story, but among them, this 'Nightmare' is a major event.
    

    
      The scale is one thing, but it's particularly significant in that it's the first appearance of a being called a demon.
    

    
      An encounter with a demon.
    

    
      They are higher life forms on a different dimension from humans and demigod-like beings with power equal to calamity-grade magical beasts.
    

    
      Considering the devastating damage the Great Demon Angmar inflicted on the continent and humanity in the distant past, one can get a rough idea of the extent of these demons' power.
    

    
      And one of them, Lilith of Seduction, was the boss of the 'Nightmare' event.
    

    
      Originally, Lilith existed in the form of a seed inside Rachel's body.
    

    
      I knew that from the beginning and was, of course, aware of the danger inherent in her.
    

    
      The reason I had left her alone despite that was... purely out of my own greed.
    

    
      From my position of having to revive Shadow and keep the cult in check, her utility value was quite attractive.
    

    
      ‘I infiltrated the cult to kill Bishop Lutus.’
    

    
      As they say, the enemy of my enemy is my friend.
    

    
      To her, the Beltus Cult was a clear enemy, and in exchange for killing Bishop Lutus, she promised me information that belonged to the special grade.
    

    
      Of course, I haven't obtained that information yet.
    

    
      Because I haven't been formally commissioned by her.
    

    
      ‘And I didn't have the time for it.’
    

    
      But even without that, just being able to operate freely within the cult without arousing suspicion meant she could be of great help to me, and she actually did provide direct help.
    

    
      ‘She saved my life. And she played her part perfectly as a double agent.’
    

    
      But thinking about it now, I think I was too engrossed in that convenience.
    

    
      To think I was unaware that a disaster was right around the corner.
    

    
      ‘What should I do?’
    

    
      I ask,
    

    
      but the answer is already set.
    

    
      It's a foregone conclusion that Rachel has been consumed by Lilith and... well.
    

    
      ‘I have to exterminate her.’
    

    
      As long as one is born with the seed of a demon, its blooming can be delayed, but if it has already bloomed, there's no way back from that point.
    

    
      When the demon dies, the owner of the original body dies with it.
    

    
      It would be a lie to say it's not uncomfortable.
    

    
      The event was designed with that in mind in the first place.
    

    
      The friends who had grown fond of Rachel while solving various incidents together.
    

    
      But when the demon's seed blooms and she is swallowed by Lilith, Ivan and his friends have no choice but to exterminate her, holding back tears.
    

    
      A shitty tragedy.
    

    
      An ill-fated character designed to be sacrificed for the game's bleak atmosphere.
    

    
      In the game, because it was a game, it was just whatever.
    

    
      No emotion. I'd just think the creator's taste is peculiar and laugh it off without a second thought.
    

    
      But now that it has become reality, and I have shared many experiences with her, it's different.
    

    
      'Damn it.'
    

    
      I'm not a psychopath, there's no way I'd be comfortable with killing Rachel.
    

    
      I find myself pondering and searching more for a way to save her that even I, a seasoned player, didn't know about.
    

    
      ‘Huu. Yes. Let's first see it with my own eyes.’
    

    
      For the sake of the Royal Dream's request, I had to see her in person at least once anyway.
    

    
      When that time comes, wouldn't things become clearer, one way or another?
    

    
      Demons feed on fear, dread, and infamy.
    

    
      So until she invades the Academy, she will continue her human hunts to build up her strength and adapt to her new body.
    

    
      According to the story, the next target after the Academy trio is the former deputy commander of the Magic Corps.
    

    
      She raids the home of the man who has retired and is living a peaceful life with his family, annihilating the entire family, including the deputy commander.
    

    
      That time is tomorrow, at dawn.
    

    
      Today, too, Rachel was nowhere to be seen in the Academy, so I was certain that the event would unfold at that time without fail.
    

    
      Time was tight.
    

    
      To meet her, I left the Academy early.
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      I didn't have to go far.
    

    
      The former deputy commander lived in Dunhill, a village just a short distance down from Yuhageu City, which was located right next to Icata.
    

    
      I took a carriage to Yuhageu City, and from there, I took another carriage.
    

    
      While heading to Dunhill like that, I kept racking my brain.
    

    
      For a way to free Rachel from the demon's grasp.
    

    
      But...
    

    
      ‘It's difficult.’
    

    
      The only method I could think of was to forcibly raise Rachel's mental strength to make her suppress the demon, Lilith's, mind on her own.
    

    
      But to increase mental strength to that extent, one would need to use an elixir of the highest grade, or an artifact belonging to the 'Ring of Light' among the legendary-grade artifacts.
    

    
      But even with these, there was no hundred percent certainty.
    

    
      It was uncertain if the method would even work, and even if her mental strength was forcibly raised, I didn't know if Rachel's body could withstand the strain.
    

    
      Nevertheless, as I was contemplating various methods, I arrived in Dunhill.
    

    
      Dunhill was a village located in the mountains, a fairly large village with about 100 households.
    

    
      The former deputy commander's house was on the outskirts of the village.
    

    
      Although people from the Magic Corps occasionally visited, aside from that, he was a man who had completely abandoned the eventful life of an imperial mage.
    

    
      Only he would know why he abandoned wealth and fame to live in a village like this.
    

    
      Because 'Heroes of Frey' only deals with his death.
    

    
      Night had fallen before I knew it.
    

    
      Perhaps because it was in the mountains, the sun set quickly and the surroundings were swallowed by deep darkness and silence.
    

    
      I hid myself in the bushes, activated [Night Vision], and raised my senses.
    

    
      Faint laughter could be heard from the cozy brick house.
    

    
      Also, a faint smell of food reached the tip of my nose.
    

    
      It seemed they were having a late dinner.
    

    
      Before long, the door creaked open and someone came out from inside the house.
    

    
      It was a middle-aged man with a rather sturdy build.
    

    
      ‘The former deputy commander.’
    

    
      Soon, a red dot blinked from his mouth.
    

    
      The scent of a cigarette carried on the wind.
    

    
      "You're smoking right after eating?"
    

    
      A woman who followed him out asked.
    

    
      "Ah, yeah. Why did you come out? Stay inside. I'm coming right back in."
    

    
      "I like being next to you."
    

    
      "Haha. Still, it's not good for the baby in your belly. The night air, and the cigarette smoke."
    

    
      "Actually, that's why I came out."
    

    
      "You're really something."
    

    
      The two of them went back inside.
    

    
      I felt like I understood why he had abandoned the life of a noble and settled here.
    

    
      The sound of cheerful laughter, ha-ha, ho-ho, could be heard.
    

    
      Since it hadn't been long since they ate dinner, it seemed the family was enjoying some refreshments together.
    

    
      I thought it was about time, so I began to prepare as well.
    

    
      I changed my clothes and equipped the Thief Gadgets.
    

    
      After putting on the skull mask, I held Raven.
    

    
      And one more thing.
    

    
      Vwooong-
    

    
      I hung a small, slender stick on my ear and secured it.
    

    
      It wasn't a cigarette.
    

    
      It was a magitech tool called a Record, made using a memory storage formula and a communication sphere.
    

    
      I would capture her image with this.
    

    
      In that state, I headed to the house.
    

    
      I came to carry out the request and to see Rachel with my own two eyes, but I didn't have the slightest intention of witnessing another's death.
    

    
      Even less did I have the twisted hobby of recording a murder scene.
    

    
      I thought it was an ordinary brick house, but an alarm array was installed all around the house. 
    

    
      I easily disabled it, entered, and climbed onto the roof.
    

    
      Through the walls, their conversation was transmitted.
    

    
      And the demon arrived.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Something touched my senses, and I lifted my head.
    

    
      Straight ahead.
    

    
      It was a silhouette, hidden in the deep shadows and only faintly visible, but I could see it.
    

    
      It was Rachel.
    

    
      She was walking straight toward the house.
    

    
      Thud, thud-
    

    
      As if she had no intention of hiding herself at all.
    

    
      At the same time, the laughter that had been coming from inside the house also stopped.
    

    
      The former deputy commander had also sensed her presence.
    

    
      I heard a small whisper from inside the house.
    

    
      [What is it? An animal?]
    

    
      [No. A young woman.]
    

    
      [Really? Is she from the village?]
    

    
      [No. First time seeing her. And she's alone.]
    

    
      [Oh my! She must be lost! Let's help her.]
    

    
      The woman, who appeared to be his wife, seemed to have no idea of the seriousness of the situation yet.
    

    
      But the former deputy commander was different.
    

    
      [The alarm magic didn't go off.]
    

    
      [...]
    

    
      [Something's strange. Stay here, Helin.]
    

    
      With a creak, the door opened and the former deputy commander came out.
    

    
      Unlike before, he was wearing a robe.
    

    
      "Who are you?"
    

    
      He asked with a smile, but I could feel his mana field trembling as if it would explode at any moment.
    

    
      He had already turned on his mana circuit and was fully prepared for any unforeseen situation.
    

    
      ‘Good thing I disabled the alarm array.’
    

    
      It seemed to have raised his vigilance.
    

    
      "That's far enough. Do not come any closer."
    

    
      But Rachel didn't stop.
    

    
      "Hello?"
    

    
      Instead, she smiled with an innocent expression and greeted him, and at that moment, her pupils were dyed red.
    

    
      "...Keuk."
    

    
      The former deputy commander staggered, clutching his head.
    

    
      His mind had been infiltrated by Lilith's seduction.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      "It doesn't work, just like Father said?"
    

    
      No matter how much he had retired from active duty, he was a man who had been the deputy commander of the Magic Corps, one of the empire's top military groups.
    

    
      He was a 6th Circle mage, and a mage's mental barrier was sturdy enough not to be easily broken by a demon's seduction.
    

    
      ‘More importantly, Father?’
    

    
      There was only one person Rachel would call Father.
    

    
      Bishop Lutus.
    

    
      But Rachel regarded Bishop Lutus as an enemy.
    

    
      ‘Why is she talking like that?’
    

    
      From her tone, she was speaking as if she were receiving orders from her father.
    

    
      ‘Or is it Lilith's father?’
    

    
      That was highly probable.
    

    
      Right now, that wasn't Rachel, but Lilith who had stolen her body.
    

    
      According to the lore of 'Heroes of Frey', Lilith's father doesn't appear.
    

    
      But just because it wasn't depicted doesn't mean Lilith couldn't have a father.
    

    
      And the most likely candidate was.
    

    
      ‘The Great Demon, Angmar, I guess.’
    

    
      The Great Demon was sealed long ago.
    

    
      Of course, this was all my speculation.
    

    
      ‘For now, let's focus on solving the problem at hand.’
    

    
      At that moment, Rachel was extending her fingernails long and lunging at the former deputy commander.
    

    
      So I quickly stopped my thoughts and jumped down from the roof.
    

    
      Chwaang!
    

    
      Raven, revealing its hazy blade through the darkness, collided with her fingernails, making a chilling sound.
    

    
      Rachel's eyes widened, as if she hadn't expected my appearance at all.
    

    
      "An intruder?"
    

    
      Her glass-like eyes glinted in the darkness.
    

    
      I didn't answer.
    

    
      "Well, die."
    

    
      From then on, it was a melee.
    

    
      Rachel swung both her arms wildly as if to slice me to pieces. 
    

    
      That beast-like attack was not learned but faithful to instinct.
    

    
      I was certain that the person in front of me was not Rachel.
    

    
      The demon in her shell, Lilith.
    

    
      An opponent I could never win against by fighting moderately.
    

    
      I used the special ability of the Star's Blessing, [Starlight].
    

    
      Flash!
    

    
      A cluster of light that burst from my finger momentarily enveloped my body.
    

    
      It felt as if all the stars in the night sky were watching only me.
    

    
      With an uplifting sense of elation, my body's movements suddenly became faster.
    

    
      It didn't end there.
    

    
      I drew all the daggers from the dagger sheath and threw them into the sky.
    

    
      By [Telekinesis], the five daggers spun around my body as if they had a will of their own, aiming for Rachel's vitals.
    

    
      Pabababak!
    

    
      Her movements were certainly fast, but my agility, with all stats increased by 50% due to [Starlight], was no less.
    

    
      When I mixed in [Dagger Shift], it was Rachel's eyes that became dizzy.
    

    
      To make matters worse.
    

    
      [Thunderbolt]
    

    
      A single streak of lightning fell from the sky.
    

    
      Kwa-reung!
    

    
      Carlos of Lightning, the former deputy commander who had overcome the seduction at some point, joined the battle.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      His eyes sparkled when he saw my skull-masked appearance, but he said nothing.
    

    
      He simply nodded his head and then used a single magic.
    

    
      [Heart of Lightning].
    

    
      A round ball of electric current emitted from his hand entered my body.
    

    
      A tingling pain stimulated my nerves.
    

    
      It wasn't an attack skill.
    

    
      An agility-increasing buff.
    

    
      Afterward.
    

    
      "Do not look into her eyes."
    

    
      He warned me.
    

    
      Thanks, but I'm fine.
    

    
      Because I have the 'Star's Blessing'.
    

    
      Thus, the tide of the battle turned in our favor.
    

    
      Rachel's atmosphere grew gradually rougher.
    

    
      She seemed quite displeased with the current situation.
    

    
      It was understandable.
    

    
      She wanted to quickly get rid of her prey, Carlos, but I had appeared out of nowhere and was getting in the way.
    

    
      So she tried to get rid of me, but that wasn't easy either.
    

    
      From her perspective, it was a situation where she could neither do this nor that.
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      That her red eyes flashed.
    

    
      I followed her gaze and turned my head. And my heart sank.
    

    
      She was looking at the deputy commander's house.
    

    
      To be precise, at a single woman who was watching this battlefield anxiously through the window.
    

    
      'Goddammit.'
    

    
      I quickly twisted my waist, but Rachel was faster.
    

    
      Kiyaaaa──
    

    
      Letting out a scream-like shriek, she leaped right over me. I immediately launched all the remaining daggers, but she deflected them just by rotating at high speed in mid-air.
    

    
      And.
    

    
      Jjaeng-geu-rang!
    

    
      She broke the window and infiltrated the house.
    

    
      I too followed her into the house.
    

    
      Gulp, gulp!
    

    
      The person spewing blood from their pierced chest was none other than the former deputy commander.
    

    
      "Ah... Ahhh...!"
    

    
      His wife, unable to even speak properly from the shock, tries to stop the bleeding by covering the hole in the deputy commander's chest with her small hands. Behind her, a small child shivered in fear.
    

    
      Lilith had already disappeared.
    

    
      '...You son of a bitch.'
    

    
      I squeezed my eyes shut.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      I returned to the Lunatic.
    

    
      Did the former deputy commander die?
    

    
      ...I don't know.
    

    
      I took all the measures I could.
    

    
      I emptied out all the potions I had on him and ran, carrying him on my back, to the hospital in the village.
    

    
      That was all I could do, and the rest was up to him.
    

    
      'To think he would save his wife with [Spatial Leap].'
    

    
      Carlos of Lightning.
    

    
      He chose to save his wife and take the attack himself instead.
    

    
      That was a choice a human could make.
    

    
      One who cherishes love and sacrifice.
    

    
      And.
    

    
      The vile demons who have fought in secret with humans for a long time since ancient times understood this human nature well.
    

    
      In other words, Lilith used that fact.
    

    
      To kill her target, Carlos.
    

    
      ...It was now time to make a choice.
    

    
      And this incident made me resolve my heart.
    

    
      The crystal sphere placed before my eyes.
    

    
      Inside it was the combat footage just extracted from the Record.
    

    
      Dayle, Luis, and I were watching that footage.
    

    
      The video ended with me frantically pouring potions on his wound.
    

    
      Luis asked.
    

    
      "What will you do?"
    

    
      It was a question of whether I would hand this video over to the Royal Dream.
    

    
      Dayle was also staring at me intently.
    

    
      Rachel had been in an implicit cooperative relationship with us until now.
    

    
      Seeing her commit such an act must have been quite a shock to him.
    

    
      Luis too, though he wore such a bland expression on the outside, must have a complicated heart on the inside.
    

    
      I looked at Rachel's face in the video projected by the crystal sphere one last time before opening my mouth.
    

    

  
    Chapter 181: Chapter 181

    
      Chapter 181: The Devil's Seed (4)
    

    
      It was the Central Mountain Range, which straddled the border between the Naimus Empire and the Frey Empire.
    

    
      At the entrance of Kretan, the first highest peak in the Central Mountain Range.
    

    
      An abandoned house stood there, with a steep cliff towering behind it and surrounded by dense bushes.
    

    
      Why there was an abandoned house in such a rugged place, the reason was unknown, but it seemed to have been deserted long ago, with no human footsteps.
    

    
      However, inside, there was a faint but existing light.
    

    
      And signs of life.
    

    
      Screeeak!
    

    
      A man emerged from inside the abandoned house.
    

    
      The man stretched with a stiff expression.
    

    
      "Damn it. I don't know how much longer I have to do this."
    

    
      His name was Jack.
    

    
      It was a common name that could be found anywhere on the continent, but anyone who saw the long scar on his forehead and the misshapen weapon on his back would flinch at least once, recalling this name.
    

    
      ‘Jack of the Sawtooth.’
    

    
      Carrying a huge saw, he dismembered men and women, the elderly, and children without distinction; he was a villain of the World Public Enemy grade.
    

    
      A target for immediate slaughter upon discovery.
    

    
      But he had vanished 5 years ago, and people assumed he had died a lonely death, attacked by a beast in some remote place while fleeing from the knights.
    

    
      He was right here.
    

    
      In a deep forest no one would find, in an abandoned house.
    

    
      What had happened?
    

    
      "How much longer?"
    

    
      He took out a dagger and made a slash mark on a stone slab stuck in the front yard. 
    

    
      Besides the mark he made, there were countless other slashes on the stone slab. 
    

    
      A date he marked with each passing day.
    

    
      Jack counted them one by one.
    

    
      And grinned.
    

    
      "…Three months. In three months, I'll be free."
    

    
      He had been given a promise.
    

    
      Stay in this abandoned house for six years and manage it.
    

    
      In return, you will be given honorary citizenship of the Naimus Empire.
    

    
      It wasn't a difficult task.
    

    
      But the period was too long.
    

    
      Six years.
    

    
      He didn't think he could endure it.
    

    
      But the reward was too sweet.
    

    
      Honorary citizenship of the Naimus Empire.
    

    
      That was ‘freedom.’
    

    
      There was only one place for Jack, who had been designated a World Public Enemy by the Frey Empire, to go.
    

    
      The Naimus Empire.
    

    
      However, the Naimus Empire was a closed country that treated everyone who wasn't its own citizen as a slave and if a fugitive like Jack were to be caught hiding there, the end would be death.
    

    
      "But it's a different story if I get honorary citizenship."
    

    
      It was a new freedom and a new life for Jack.
    

    
      Six years?
    

    
      He could endure it, no problem.
    

    
      Of course, it wasn't easy to quell the various desires raging inside his body.
    

    
      ‘I'm dying for a drink.’
    

    
      Jack was a heavy drinker.
    

    
      For him, six years of abstinence was like a death sentence. 
    

    
      He managed to survive by fermenting fruits like grapes and apples, which were supplied once a month, to secretly make fruit wine.
    

    
      But he was at his limit now.
    

    
      The amount of fermented wine he got was small, and the taste varied greatly depending on the fermentation period, making it hard to satisfy a heavy drinker like him.
    

    
      ‘Should I go down to the village for a bit? No one comes here anyway. That ghost-like guy came last week, so he won't be back until next month.’
    

    
      Just as his mind was leaning in that direction.
    

    
      He heard a sound.
    

    
      Someone was approaching the abandoned house. 
    

    
      A person wrapped from head to toe in a black robe.
    

    
      "Stop right there."
    

    
      Jack immediately growled a warning.
    

    
      He placed a hand on his saw, exuding an aura that he would attack as soon as they entered his range.
    

    
      At that, the black figure stopped walking.
    

    
      "Who are you?"
    

    
      "I was sent by him."
    

    
      "Him?"
    

    
      "Yes. I came under the orders of Bishop Lutus."
    

    
      "Hmm, is that so?"
    

    
      Jack scanned the figure's appearance with suspicious eyes.
    

    
      The pitch-black attire visible under the black robe and the Black Sword hanging at the waist.
    

    
      And a bundle was slung over their back.
    

    
      "Is that. My supply?"
    

    
      "Yes."
    

    
      Jack's guard lowered slightly.
    

    
      "Yeah? Hehe. But it hasn't been long since the last supply came, why again?"
    

    
      "It's a gift."
    

    
      "What? A gift?"
    

    
      "Yes. I believe the Bishop visited last week. He said it seemed like you were having a hard time, Jack…."
    

    
      The figure untied the bundle and took out something long.
    

    
      It was clearly a liquor bottle.
    

    
      Jack's eyes widened as he identified the gift.
    

    
      "Li-liquor!?"
    

    
      "…It's a special gift prepared by the Bishop."
    

    
      "Bri-bring it here, now!"
    

    
      Jack quickly snatched the bottle, pulled the cork, and brought the opening to his nose.
    

    
      "Aah…."
    

    
      The black figure put down the rest of the bundle and spoke cautiously.
    

    
      "Then I shall be on my way."
    

    
      Jack waved his hand dismissively.
    

    
      ‘Good.’
    

    
      The figure shouted ‘nice’ internally.
    

    
      Inside that strong liquor was a large dose of sleeping pills, enough to knock out even a troll in one go.
    

    
      According to what she had found out, Jack was a man who would do anything for a drink. 
    

    
      Tonight, he would surely empty that bottle and fall into a deep slumber.
    

    
      "Wait."
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      Jack, who she thought was engrossed in his gift, called her again.
    

    
      "What's your name?"
    

    
      "My identity?"
    

    
      "Yeah. I usually kill all the guys who bring the supplies. As you know, this is a secret place, right?"
    

    
      "…."
    

    
      "But I don't know what to do in a special case like this. It's the first time that fellow has sent one of his own people."
    

    
      Jack approached.
    

    
      In his hand, he now held the massive saw.
    

    
      "…Killing you according to the rules would be right, wouldn't it?"
    

    
      The figure looked at him calmly.
    

    
      Then, she threw back the hood of the robe she was wearing.
    

    
      At the same time, her long, flowing blonde hair was revealed.
    

    
      "My name is Rachel."
    

    
      "Rachel?"
    

    
      "Yes. I'm Bishop Lutus's daughter."
    

    
      Jack looked down at her with a strange expression, then smirked.
    

    
      "I didn't know that ghost-like man had a daughter like this. Want a drink?"
    

    
      "I'll pass."
    

    
      Jack shrugged and turned his body.
    

    
      Rachel stepped back and quickly descended. 
    

    
      She didn't know when that blood-starved beast might change his mind, chase her, and swing his saw.
    

    
      ‘Phew.’
    

    
      And when she was at a distance, Rachel let out a sigh of relief.
    

    
      ‘It's done.’
    

    
      Now she just had to wait until night.
    

    
      And when Jack fell asleep, she would go inside and retrieve the evidence.
    

    
      That evidence was the weapon that would tighten the noose around Bishop Lutus's neck, the secret Rachel had been searching for for so long.
    

    
      It was not long after she had become Bishop Lutus's adopted daughter to avenge her younger sister.
    

    
      One day, while organizing Bishop Lutus's study, Rachel discovered something strange.
    

    
      A scrap of paper left among burned ashes and cinders.
    

    
      She didn't know what paper had been burned, but the scrap was the edge of some document.
    

    
      And a golden crest was stamped on it like a seal.
    

    
      Later, while receiving education to enter Frey Academy, Rachel learned that the seal was the seal of the Frey Empire.
    

    
      From then on, Rachel monitored Bishop Lutus's every move and realized he was acting under someone's orders.
    

    
      It was a surprising discovery.
    

    
      A man of Bishop Lutus's stature taking orders from someone other than the Archpontiff!?
    

    
      And from someone in the Frey Empire.
    

    
      ‘Bishop Lutus was an insider for the Empire?’
    

    
      Though she didn't know the exact relationship, Rachel instinctively knew this secret was a weapon that could take down Bishop Lutus, and she tried desperately to catch his tail.
    

    
      ‘And then I met Skull Mask.’
    

    
      Skull Mask was checking the Cult for some unknown reason and his goals aligned with her own desire for revenge.
    

    
      So she was about to commission him to assassinate Bishop Lutus.
    

    
      The payment she intended to give him at that time was this information.
    

    
      ‘Bishop Lutus and the Darkness Council under him are moving under the orders of someone other than the Cult.’
    

    
      ‘And that someone is a figure from the Frey Empire.’
    

    
      ‘In other words, there is someone on the Empire's side who wants to overthrow Frey Academy.’
    

    
      But there was no proof.
    

    
      Not just a scrap of paper mostly lost to fire, but more concrete evidence.
    

    
      And now, it was in there.
    

    
      Rachel looked at the abandoned house and clenched her fists.
    

    
      The end of her revenge was not far off.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      It was as expected.
    

    
      When she snuck into the abandoned house, Jack was in a deep sleep, sprawled on the floor, hugging the liquor bottle.
    

    
      The sleeping pills were from Shadow.
    

    
      ‘The effect is certain.’
    

    
      Rachel, nodding in satisfaction, soon found a rock cave leading into the cliff.
    

    
      Entering it, she didn't have to go far before she saw a small altar and a crystal orb placed on it.
    

    
      "A Single-Communication Crystal Orb."
    

    
      Unlike a multi-communication crystal orb, it was a magitech tool that connected directly to one place and could communicate over long distances.
    

    
      Discovering it, Rachel couldn't calm her trembling heart.
    

    
      ‘Finally. I finally found it!’
    

    
      Hoo, Rachel took a deep breath.
    

    
      First, she checked the records in the main unit connected to the crystal orb.
    

    
      If the communication orb was the eyes, the main unit was the head. 
    

    
      Inside the main unit, the coordinates and voice records shared by the parties were automatically saved.
    

    
      She opened the main unit and separated the mana stones where the records were stored. 
    

    
      She didn't stop there; she also took a picture of the single coordinate recorded on the crystal orb with a camera.
    

    
      By analyzing these coordinates, it would be easier to specify who had given orders to Bishop Lutus.
    

    
      After organizing the evidence, she put it carefully in her bosom and came outside.
    

    
      Jack was still sleeping, oblivious to the world.
    

    
      After bidding him farewell, Rachel boarded an airship bound for Icata as soon as the sun rose.
    

    
      It was the fifth day since she had left the Academy.
    

    
      ‘I'm nervous.’
    

    
      Looking at Icata in the distance, Rachel organized her thoughts.
    

    
      Since she had told Jack her name, Bishop Lutus would learn of her betrayal within a few days.
    

    
      He would find out in a month at the latest.
    

    
      He used to go to the abandoned house around that time.
    

    
      It didn't really matter.
    

    
      She was already planning to turn her back on the Cult.
    

    
      That didn't mean she would continue to attend the Academy.
    

    
      She wanted to join Shadow.
    

    
      ‘I want to be with Skull Mask.’
    

    
      After killing Bishop Lutus and achieving her revenge.
    

    
      Rachel had never thought about what came next.
    

    
      Becoming his adopted daughter and entering the Cult, and then becoming an Academy cadet, were all to kill Bishop Lutus.
    

    
      But what if he dies?
    

    
      What's next?
    

    
      She had never thought about it.
    

    
      Perhaps because she herself considered it an impossible goal.
    

    
      What's the point of thinking about what's next when it's going to fail anyway?
    

    
      Still, she'd have an excuse to give Reina when she died, so she kept running like this.
    

    
      The probability of her revenge succeeding was close to zero.
    

    
      But, after meeting Skull Mask, many things changed.
    

    
      Hope was born, and greed grew.
    

    
      Her goals became clearer, and she started thinking about the future.
    

    
      And,
    

    
      ‘…I want to live.’
    

    
      Shadow was the very place that would be the stepping stone for a new beginning.
    

    
      She didn't think they would refuse her admission.
    

    
      They had worked together quite well so far.
    

    
      And.
    

    
      ‘With this information, you'll have no choice but to accept me.’
    

    
      Records of the collusion between the Beltus Cult and the Frey Empire.
    

    
      Arriving in Icata, she was about to head straight for Lunatic, but she judged it was too early and turned her steps toward the Academy.
    

    
      There was also a file in her dorm drawer where she had organized the Cult's secrets.
    

    
      She decided to grab those as well and visit later in the evening.
    

    
      Clunk!
    

    
      But upon opening her dorm room door, Rachel froze on the spot.
    

    
      "Oh? Hello?"
    

    
      Inside the room, a woman who looked exactly like her was standing there smiling.
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      Chapter 182: The Devil's Seed (5)
    

    
      “Wait a minute.”
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      As I, who had been watching the Record’s video, raised my hand, Luis asked.
    

    
      But instead of answering, I focused my gaze on the video.
    

    
      In the video, the battle between me and Rachel was in full swing.
    

    
      Due to the nature of the Record being worn on the head, the video was in first-person, so it was so chaotic that an ordinary person would have a hard time even identifying the contents of the video.
    

    
      “……Why is there no mole?”
    

    
      But Luis and Dayle here were not ordinary people.
    

    
      Luis was a professional thief who had undergone systematic training since he was young, and the power of a demon dwelled in Dayle's two eyes.
    

    
      “Mole?”
    

    
      “What mole?”
    

    
      “You don't know? Rachel has a beauty mark next to her lip.”
    

    
      Even at my words, the two looked puzzled.
    

    
      Wow.
    

    
      They don't know this?
    

    
      “No. It was here. Here!”
    

    
      “……Was it?”
    

    
      “I think it might have been.”
    

    
      It seemed that the charm of a beauty mark was an aesthetic standard that only applied in the modern era where I had lived.
    

    
      That's why only I seemed to remember Rachel's beauty mark as special.
    

    
      Come to think of it, since the world of this place was based on modern Western Europe, all the people were Westerners.
    

    
      So their skin was snow-white, and moles and freckles were also common.
    

    
      In other words, it didn't seem to be a memorable physical feature.
    

    
      Well, their agreement wasn't particularly important.
    

    
      Because I remembered Rachel's physical features.
    

    
      And that was enough, so I gave up persuading them and focused on the video again.
    

    
      In the first-person view that was flipping by, I looked closely at Rachel's face, which was occasionally visible at close range.
    

    
      It's certain.
    

    
      The person in that video doesn't have the mole next to her lip that should be there.
    

    
      ‘Then what? It's not Rachel……?’
    

    
      Her height and facial features were a spitting image of Rachel.
    

    
      There's no way Lilith would have erased the mole just because she didn't like the look of it…….
    

    
      ‘……Huh?’
    

    
      At that moment, a scene from the past flashed through my mind.
    

    
      ─‘I have a twin sister. Her name is Reina.’
    

    
      During the survival game, the last assignment of the 1st semester mid-term evaluation.
    

    
      In the process of persuading me, she told me about her past.
    

    
      ‘Come to think of it, she said the reason she infiltrated the cult and was trying to kill Bishop Lutus was for her sister's revenge. Damn it. To think I had forgotten this.’
    

    
      Because her sister was dead, I had completely erased all possibilities related to her from my memory.
    

    
      ─‘I didn't originally have this. It appeared suddenly. They said it was transferred to me, her twin, because my sister died.’
    

    
      ─‘A guess?’
    

    
      ─‘No. It’s certain because I heard it directly from a reliable person.’
    

    
      ─‘Who is that?’
    

    
      ─‘Bishop Cristiano.’
    

    
      It was a story she had told me while showing me the mark of Lilith's seed, the red mark.
    

    
      At that time, she had said that Bishop Cristiano was a reliable person, so I had cursed inwardly at her poor judgment of people.
    

    
      I was deceived too.
    

    
      ‘Anyway, this is definitely the twin sister, Reina. She wasn't dead. She must have been locked up somewhere inside the cult until Lilith's seed blossomed.’
    

    
      I finally understood the identity of the strange sense of unease I had felt when facing Lilith.
    

    
      When I told them what I had discovered, Dayle, who had been quiet, tilted his head and asked.
    

    
      “Wait. Then what should we do about the Royal Dream's request?”
    

    
      I thought for a moment.
    

    
      If I hand over this video, the Royal Dream will immediately write an article as a special report and spread her picture throughout the royal empire.
    

    
      If that happens, there will be a problem with Rachel's whereabouts.
    

    
      “It’s been 4 days since Rachel disappeared.”
    

    
      “Her, you say?”
    

    
      “Right. She's not seen at the Academy either. She's supposed to come to the Lunatic periodically to report the internal situation of the cult to me, but that has also stopped.”
    

    
      “You think something has happened to Rachel-yang.”
    

    
      I nodded my head.
    

    
      As Reina began her activities, Rachel disappeared.
    

    
      I hate to assume, but if I were to assume that Rachel had been kidnapped by the cult…….
    

    
      ‘The Lunatic is in danger.’
    

    
      Because Rachel knows the location of the Lunatic.
    

    
      No matter how loyal she was and had no intention of opening her mouth, the cult had various means to make her open it.
    

    
      “First, find Rachel's location. It won't be too late to hand over the video to the Royal Dream after that.”
    

    
      The next day.
    

    
      I received ominous news from Luis.
    

    
      [I’ve looked into it, but there are reports of seeing someone who looks similar to her getting off an airship yesterday morning.]
    

    
      [Source?]
    

    
      [An employee working at the station.]
    

    
      Then it would be accurate.
    

    
      There's a possibility that it's Reina, so Luis probably said she looked similar, but my calculation is that if it were Reina, she wouldn't have used an airship so conspicuously.
    

    
      [They say it was an airship that departed from Kretan.]
    

    
      That's a city right below the central mountain range.
    

    
      Why did Rachel go all the way there out of the blue?
    

    
      Anyway, Rachel had entered Icata yesterday morning.
    

    
      But the fact that she hadn't come to the Lunatic until now.
    

    
      ‘It means something has happened to her.’
    

    
      And my prediction was correct.
    

    
      The one who appeared at the Academy on the same day I received Luis's report was not Rachel, but Reina.
    

    
      Reina was looking down at the Academy grounds with an expressionless gaze through the dormitory room window.
    

    
      Then she met my eyes, as I was watching the female dormitory, and her eyes sparkled.
    

    
      ‘Damn it.’
    

    
      I, who had recognized that she was Reina at a glance, immediately turned around and returned to my room.
    

    
      And I hurriedly wrote a note to Luis.
    

    
      [It seems Rachel has been kidnapped by the cult. In preparation for the location being exposed, move immediately from the Lunatic to the Parnaci branch. Also, hand over the video and information about Reina to the Royal Dream and quickly publicize it.]
    

    
      I opened the window and blew the whistle, and a nearby night raven flew over.
    

    
      After putting the note in its beak and sending it to the Lunatic, I prepared for the next step.
    

    
      Reina.
    

    
      No, Lilith's strength comes from the superior power of the demon race, but the most annoying thing is, of course, the seduction.
    

    
      That's right.
    

    
      The seduction that Rachel also used.
    

    
      But in terms of level, it's incomparable to the seduction that Lilith herself uses.
    

    
      If you're a man, you can never escape Lilith's seduction.
    

    
      It's meaningless no matter how much you train your body.
    

    
      Once you fall for the seduction, you become her slave forever.
    

    
      ‘I died at first because I didn’t know this countermeasure.’
    

    
      In the 'Heroes of Frey' days, the first boss battle I had died helplessly without being able to do anything was this Lilith battle.
    

    
      The second try was the same.
    

    
      On the third try, I was able to find a means to prepare for the seduction, and only then was I able to clear the Lilith battle.
    

    
      That means it is the artifact I have, the ‘Star’s Blessing’.
    

    
      A unique-grade artifact that protects the owner's mind and body from mental attacks such as hallucinations, seduction, and curses.
    

    
      Originally, because of this cheat-like trait and the special ability [Starlight], you had to go through an incredibly troublesome and difficult process to get it, but I got it in the early part of the game through the deus ex machina that was Dean Bell Toro.
    

    
      If I hadn't gotten the Star's Blessing, the second means was to substitute it with the ‘Saint’s Catalyst’ that can be obtained from the Grand Cathedral.
    

    
      And the last, the third means, was Professor Ilai's blessing.
    

    
      Of course, since I already have the Star's Blessing, I don't need the Saint's Catalyst or Professor Ilai's blessing.
    

    
      However, the Lilith battle is hard to handle with just my own strength.
    

    
      ‘It's going to be a large-scale battle.’
    

    
      Due to the nature of the mental attack of seduction, it has to be.
    

    
      That's why the Lilith battle is so tricky.
    

    
      The only ones at the Academy who can resist the seduction are the women and the Mage-level professors.
    

    
      And in this school, there is only one professor at the Mage level, the Head of the Psychology Department, Allen.
    

    
      In other words, it wouldn't be strange if everyone else became Lilith's slave soldiers.
    

    
      ‘If people like the Vice-Dean, Department Head Pirion, or Section Chief Baron were to become her slaves…….’
    

    
      Aah.
    

    
      That was an ending I didn't even want to think about.
    

    
      ‘So this is a speed battle.’
    

    
      After finishing all the preparations today, I will immediately enter the Lilith boss battle.
    

    
      So as soon as I made the plan, I left the dormitory.
    

    
      I had to find the party members who would fight the Lilith battle with me.
    

    
      Professors would be good, but I didn't have a plausible reason and excuse to draw them out of Icata.
    

    
      They wouldn't believe me even if I told them outright.
    

    
      ‘So cadets who will follow my words are better.’
    

    
      Among them, those with outstanding skills and experience.
    

    
      Who would that be?
    

    
      Of course, it’s the protagonist, Ivan, and the other main characters.
    

    
      ‘Let's recruit Ivan first.’
    

    
      When I went outside, it seemed Lilith had also started to act.
    

    
      I could see her heading to the training hall in the distance.
    

    
      Around her, kids who seemed to have already become slave soldiers were surrounding her.
    

    
      ‘The speed of encroachment is faster than I expected.’
    

    
      If she goes to the training hall like that, all the male guys there will become slave soldiers.
    

    
      And if Ivan is there, it's a major accident…….
    

    
      It was when I was thinking that.
    

    
      “Hello, Gerard-senior?”
    

    
      Ivan appeared from behind me.
    

    
      “What. Why are you here?”
    

    
      “……Because my dorm is right next door?”
    

    
      Hmm, I see.
    

    
      Come to think of it, it wasn't something to be surprised about.
    

    
      I felt awkward for no reason and let out a dry cough.
    

    
      “Ahem. Anyway, what are you doing now?”
    

    
      “I was going to the training hall. I saw you on my way, sunbae, so I came over.”
    

    
      “You saw me? Why?”
    

    
      “Well, I wanted to apologize.”
    

    
      “Ah, that again? I’m really fine, you know?”
    

    
      “Still, my heart is still uncomfortable. I’m really sorry, sunbaenim.”
    

    
      I let out a frustrated sigh.
    

    
      Ivan's apology was nothing special.
    

    
      He had been completely fooled by Rainz's fake picture trick and had doubted me a little, and he was very sorry for that.
    

    
      No matter how much I say, ‘It can happen, it’s in the past, so it’s okay,’ he keeps apologizing every time he sees me, and honestly, it’s getting annoying now.
    

    
      ‘Huh? Wait a minute.’
    

    
      A good idea flashed in my mind, so I called Ivan again.
    

    
      “Hey. If you’re that sorry, why don’t you buy me a meal.”
    

    
      “……Pardon? A meal?”
    

    
      Ivan tilted his head, as if it was a sudden request.
    

    
      “Right. A meal. Why? Is it difficult?”
    

    
      “It's not that, but I'm a bit taken aback.”
    

    
      “Just buy me a meal and get it over with. Isn't that more comfortable for you too?”
    

    
      Ivan thought for a moment and then nodded his head.
    

    
      “Okay.”
    

    
      Good.
    

    
      “Then wait here for a moment.”
    

    
      “Pardon? Why?”
    

    
      “I'm going to get the other kids.”
    

    
      “……The other kids?”
    

    
      “Right. Since you’re treating, treat some more. Why? You don't want to?”
    

    
      “No. That’s fine, but are you really going now?”
    

    
      “Yeah. Let's strike while the iron is hot, let's go now.”
    

    
      And so, I made Ivan wait in the dormitory's backyard in a headstrong manner and then went to find the other members.
    

    
      “Hey, Gwyn!”
    

    
      “……Gerard-senior?”
    

    
      “Come here for a moment.”
    

    
      The first was Gwyn Gaiard.
    

    
      “Hey! Karina!”
    

    
      “Damn it. So unlucky, first thing in the morning.”
    

    
      The second was, of course, Karina Zain.
    

    
      She frowned as soon as she saw me.
    

    
      “Ah, what is it?”
    

    
      “If you haven’t eaten, let’s go eat together.”
    

    
      “……Eat?”
    

    
      “Why? Are you busy?”
    

    
      It was quite an interesting sight to watch a person's expression change so colorfully right in front of me.
    

    
      Karina was like that.
    

    
      Then she suddenly shook her head vigorously from side to side, and then, thud, she crossed her arms.
    

    
      “Are you kidding me? Do you think I'm as free as you?”
    

    
      “Ah, you're busy?”
    

    
      “……That's right, but, well. I'll eat with you just this once, specially.”
    

    
      “Damn it. You were going to accept anyway, so why act all high and mighty.”
    

    
      I'm so busy.
    

    
      Karina seemed to be about to snap something at the end, but when I ignored her and grabbed her wrist to pull her along, she shut her mouth and was dragged along quietly.
    

    
      “What. Weren't we going, just the two of us?”
    

    
      And she asks, seeing Ivan and Gwyn gathered in the yard.
    

    
      “Yeah. We weren’t.”
    

    
      She had a look on her face as if she had been deceived.
    

    
      With this, there was only one left.
    

    
      Yuria.
    

    
      Finding Yuria was also easy.
    

    
      Because she always came to the main gate of the male dormitory to wait for me when it was time to go training with me.
    

    
      It would be the same this time, so this time, I decided to go and wait for her first.
    

    
      And so, I wait in front of the female dormitory.
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      “……Excuse me?”
    

    
      Someone called me.
    

    
      And as soon as I heard that voice, I tensed up.
    

    
      “Hee-hit.”
    

    
      A creepy laugh.
    

    
      In my eyes, as I turned my head, Lilith, who should have been at the training hall, was standing there, smiling.
    

    
      ‘Son of a bitch.’
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      Why is she here now?
    

    
      I saw her going to the training hall earlier.
    

    
      ‘Has she already seduced everyone at the training hall?’
    

    
      It didn't seem like it.
    

    
      Behind her, the same guys I had seen just before were still standing by like servants.
    

    
      The number has increased a little since before.
    

    
      It seems she didn't go to the training hall, but circled around the dormitories.
    

    
      Anyway.
    

    
      “Oh. Rachel.”
    

    
      I greet her as naturally as possible, hiding my awkwardness.
    

    
      “What's up?”
    

    
      Rachel, no, Lilith, wearing the shell of her sister Reina, smiled faintly and stared at me.
    

    
      And instead of answering my question, she muttered to herself.
    

    
      “You don't look special. Hmm.”
    

    
      “……Huh? What did you say?”
    

    
      “Still, you're more useful than the ones so far.”
    

    
      She said so and looked my body up and down as if I were an object.
    

    
      And there, I was certain.
    

    
      This bitch isn't even looking at me.
    

    
      Furthermore, she seemed to have no intention of hiding that she wasn't Rachel.
    

    
      ‘Does she not care if she's found out to be a demon?’
    

    
      It's confidence.
    

    
      The confidence that she can seduce all the men and make them her slaves.
    

    
      And the certainty that she can take control of this Academy.
    

    
      As expected, she immediately flashed her eyes and used seduction.
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      I could feel something strange squirming in my head.
    

    
      A disgusting feeling, as if a bug was crawling on the surface of my brain.
    

    
      At the same time, dizziness was accompanied, and my mind became hazy.
    

    
      But it disappeared immediately.
    

    
      Because a warm heat spread from my finger into my body and burned all of that away.
    

    
      The effect of the ‘Star’s Blessing’.
    

    
      Of course, it would be a major accident if it was revealed that I hadn't fallen for the seduction, so I just stood there.
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      An unexpected silence fell.
    

    
      But the silence is a bit long.
    

    
      Something felt strange, so I lifted my gaze, which had been on the floor, and looked at Lilith.
    

    
      Lilith was looking at me, who was standing still, with a strange look in her eyes.
    

    
      ‘Damn it. Am I caught?’
    

    
      It doesn't seem like it yet.
    

    
      Her tilting head suggests she's not sure.
    

    
      ‘How does a person whose will has been suppressed by seduction usually act?’
    

    
      I hurriedly rolled my eyes and realized that there were examples standing in a group behind her.
    

    
      I hurriedly scanned their appearance.
    

    
      Slaves who are all looking at Lilith with half-lidded eyes.
    

    
      ……I copied them.
    

    
      I slightly relax my body and open my eyes half-lidded, but my focus is clearly on Lilith.
    

    
      I open my mouth a little, and even let a little drool out…… with a slightly foolish smile.
    

    
      “Hee.”
    

    
      Only then does Lilith smile with satisfaction.
    

    
      “You seem to have resisted a little, but in the end, you're just a human male. Huhu.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “Do you love me?”
    

    
      “……Yes.”
    

    
      “Good. Follow me.”
    

    
      Damn demon bitch.
    

    
      I curse her out in my mind and follow her.
    

    
      Whether she intended to go to the training hall this time, she and her slaves headed towards the training hall.
    

    
      I followed them halfway and then quietly slipped back at a point where the direction changed.
    

    
      Lilith, who seemed to trust her seduction ability quite a bit, was walking to the training hall without even knowing that I had dropped out of her slaves.
    

    
      ‘Phew. That's a relief.’
    

    
      I almost got screwed for real.
    

    
      Thanks to my brilliant wit and quick judgment of the situation, I overcame the crisis.
    

    
      ‘Let's get out of the school quickly.’
    

    
      There's something to do before that.
    

    
      I used [Stealth].
    

    
      I infiltrated the female dormitory C building.
    

    
      My destination was Rachel's room.
    

    
      Just in case she was captured here, I was going to rescue her.
    

    
      Even if not, I thought there might be other information left by Lilith.
    

    
      The room was neatly organized.
    

    
      Only on the surface.
    

    
      My eyes found the scratches on the walls and floor without fail and read them.
    

    
      The traces of a fierce battle where sword and sword, power and power had clashed.
    

    
      They were recent.
    

    
      ‘I see, Rachel was captured here.’
    

    
      Looking at the traces, the situation at that time was drawn before my eyes as if it were unfolding.
    

    
      ‘As soon as she entered, Rachel faced Lilith.’
    

    
      But she wasn't subdued immediately.
    

    
      In the first place, if it were Lilith, it would have been instantaneous to subdue the startled and frozen Rachel.
    

    
      She wouldn't have left such traces.
    

    
      ‘There was another person.’
    

    
      That person's skill seemed to be similar to or slightly superior to Rachel's.
    

    
      A bloodstain on the floor inside.
    

    
      It was clearly shed by Rachel.
    

    
      “Huu.”
    

    
      I let out a sigh.
    

    
      I was inwardly certain, but seeing it with my own eyes like this made my head throb.
    

    
      “This is not good. In many ways.”
    

    
      The only relief was that there were no traces of a large amount of blood being spilled.
    

    
      I could see that the floor right in front of the window frame was dented.
    

    
      This is a mark that is made on the floor when weight is put on the legs when a strong force is exploded in an instant.
    

    
      ‘As Rachel’s resistance intensified, Lilith stepped in.’
    

    
      Rachel would have been neutralized with that one blow.
    

    
      She didn't kill her, she just subdued her.
    

    
      Why?
    

    
      There's only one answer.
    

    
      ‘It must be to extract information about our Shadow.’
    

    
      In that case, there was a high probability that Rachel was still alive.
    

    
      She was either being moved to a cult branch, or she was being tortured somewhere in Icata.
    

    
      Hoping for the latter, I stained my hand with her blood and then took out the artifact ‘Tracker’s Seal’ and put it inside.
    

    
      And since there was nothing more to find, I went outside.
    

    
      Yuria was already at the main gate.
    

    
      “Ah, senior.”
    

    
      “Did you wait long?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “Then let’s go out.”
    

    
      Yuria tilts her head at the strange flow of conversation.
    

    
      “……Go out?”
    

    
      “Yeah. To Icata. Even if you have questions, don't ask for now and just follow me.”
    

    
      “Ah, okay.”
    

    
      And so, in the carriage heading to Icata after hastily leaving the Academy.
    

    
      “No. What on earth is so urgent that we’re going in such a hurry?”
    

    
      “It’s because I'm hungry. Because I'm hungry.”
    

    
      I know it's not a convincing excuse, but I couldn't think of a suitable excuse other than this right now.
    

    
      But the kids seemed to believe it, taking it as it was.
    

    
      Karina, who had been glaring at me with suspicious eyes, also just grumbled at the beginning, as if it was a simple complaint, but as soon as we arrived in Icata and entered the city, she looked the most excited.
    

    
      “So. Where are we eating?”
    

    
      “Just follow me.”
    

    
      The place we arrived at was ‘Parnaci of the Plaza’.
    

    
      That's right.
    

    
      The Parnaci branch, one of our Shadow's branches.
    

    
      Although it also served as a lodging, its main business was a restaurant, and this place was bustling with customers enjoying a late lunch.
    

    
      “Welcome!”
    

    
      As we passed through the entrance, a well-built middle-aged man greets us with a kind smile.
    

    
      And for a brief moment, my eyes met his.
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      His eyes, upon seeing my face, sparkled for a moment, but that time was very brief.
    

    
      The man, Parnaci, immediately erased all the emotions that had appeared on his face and guided us with a business-like expression.
    

    
      “Five of you?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Here, this way! I'll guide you to a large table!”
    

    
      The table he guided us to was a group table located in the corner, which could accommodate at least ten people.
    

    
      Yuria looked around and said softly.
    

    
      “We don’t need a table this big……”
    

    
      “Tsk tsk. Still so naive. He recognized me, you fool.”
    

    
      “Recognized you?”
    

    
      “Me, Karina Zain.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “Well, you guys are also somewhat known, so he might have recognized you. Of course, not as much as me?”
    

    
      She must have a disease where thorns grow in her mouth if she doesn't indulge in self-praise for a day.
    

    
      Chuckling at Karina, I decided on the menu and then got up from my seat.
    

    
      “I’m just going to the restroom.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “See you later.”
    

    
      The corridor to the restroom.
    

    
      “Is the table to your liking? It's the most private and spacious table in our shop.”
    

    
      Just then, Parnaci, who had subtly followed me, asks.
    

    
      Right,
    

    
      The one he had recognized was me, not Karina.
    

    
      “Good.”
    

    
      “Haha.”
    

    
      When I gave him a thumbs-up, he smiled pleasantly.
    

    
      “He will already be waiting.”
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      “Don't mention it.”
    

    
      ……Eternal, Lord of the Night.
    

    
      With those last words, Parnaci intentionally raised his voice as if for the people around to hear.
    

    
      “Ah, the restroom? The restroom is at the end of this corridor.”
    

    
      And after bowing his head, he disappeared into the hall.
    

    
      At the end of the corridor were the restroom and a staff-only storage room.
    

    
      I pretended to go into the restroom and went into the staff storage room.
    

    
      “Master.”
    

    
      And there, Luis, who had arrived first, was waiting for me.
    

    
      “The Lunatic?”
    

    
      “It's closed. Dayle-nim is waiting upstairs.”
    

    
      I let out a small laugh.
    

    
      “Listen well, Luis. Rachel. She's still here in Icata.”
    

    
      “Is that so?”
    

    
      “……Right. She’s still alive. She hasn't been moved to the cult either. Judging by the fact that she's not moving, it seems she's hiding somewhere. If we're lucky, we'll be able to save her before she spills the beans about us.”
    

    
      Saying so, I took out the ‘Tracker’s Seal’.
    

    
      The seal was tracking Rachel.
    

    
      “Take it. Use it to find her.”
    

    
      “And you, Master……?”
    

    
      “I have something to do.”
    

    
      Luis, who seemed to have guessed what that was, asked with concern.
    

    
      “Will you be alright? No matter how strong you are, Master, it’s impossible to exorcise a demon in that capacity.”
    

    
      “That capacity? Ah. As a cadet?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      I suppressed a laugh.
    

    
      Of course, it's impossible.
    

    
      No, it's impossible to catch a demon in the capacity of a cadet with so many restrictions.
    

    
      “Am I a fool? Why would I catch it as a cadet?”
    

    
      “Then……”
    

    
      “As the Master of Shadow. I have to catch it as the Skull Mask.”
    

    
      “……!”
    

    
      The reason I had tried to solve the crisis as the cadet, Gerard, was to eliminate suspicion with my deep trust.
    

    
      But now there's no need for that.
    

    
      Now that the stage for Shadow's advance has been spectacularly concluded with the War of Villains.
    

    
      What we need is for Shadow to be in good health.
    

    
      “People are curious, aren't they? Whether our Shadow is a villain or not. Let's tell them.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “Ah. And tell Dayle. To be on standby for the job and come to the front of the Academy in two hours.”
    

    
      After delivering the orders to Luis, I returned to my seat.
    

    
      After finishing my meal at ‘Parnaci of the Plaza’, I went outside and checked the time.
    

    
      This should be enough.
    

    
      “It would be a pity to go straight back to the Academy from here, so shall we go see a play before we go?”
    

    
      Fortunately, no one said no.
    

    
      Just before buying the tickets and entering the theater, I put on a fake act and threw the pre-planned line at the kids.
    

    
      “Ah, damn it. I forgot I had plans.”
    

    
      The startled kids turn to look at me.
    

    
      “……Pardon?”
    

    
      “Plans?”
    

    
      “Ah, what are you talking about? The play is about to start!”
    

    
      “Sorry. It’s with the Dean, so I can’t miss it.”
    

    
      The kids, who had been showing their various complaints and disappointments, all widened their eyes at the word ‘Dean’.
    

    
      “Th-the Dean?”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      “Then shouldn’t you be going quickly?”
    

    
      “What do you mean, of course? Hurry up. Hurry!”
    

    
      “Damn it. I was the one who suggested we see it, so I'm sorry. I'll go first.”
    

    
      “Eh? No, we’re the ones who are sorry! Hurry! Quickly disappear from our sight!”
    

    
      Whether it was because I was the one who met the Dean the most and went in and out of the Vice-Dean's office as if it were my own home, the kids let me go this time too without any particular suspicion.
    

    
      To the point of even pushing my back to go quickly.
    

    
      And so, I, who had left the theater, quickly changed my clothes.
    

    
      From a cadet to a thief.
    

    
      The sky had already darkened.
    

    
      Wearing the skull mask, I headed to the Grand Cathedral.
    

    
      To obtain the second and third means to counter the demon Lilith.
    

    
      One hour left.
    

    
      I have to steal the ‘Saint’s Catalyst’ within that time.
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      To face Lilith, I needed both Professor Ilai's support and the Saint's Catalyst.
    

    
      The minimum conditions for a 'battle' to be established.
    

    
      Without even one of these, it would not be a battle, but a 'life-and-death struggle' where it would not be strange if someone died.
    

    
      First, Professor Ilai.
    

    
      The necessity and importance of a cleric in facing a demon cannot be overemphasized.
    

    
      Here, she not only became a visiting professor at the Academy at a young age, but she was also so highly regarded as to be called the Saintess of Ludwig, so her standing in the Grand Cathedral was high.
    

    
      Of course, her holy magic was at a level where it would not be strange to be called a miracle.
    

    
      The blessings she bestowed raised resistance to mental attacks, and the prayers of God eliminated fear and dread with deep faith.
    

    
      It also had various beneficial effects such as stat increases, damage reduction, and recovery, and all of this brought about the result of amplifying the morale of our allies.
    

    
      She was an indispensable character in the war against the great demon.
    

    
      And the second, the ‘Saint’s Catalyst’, could be said to be a treasure left in this world by those clerics with high divine power as they departed to be by the side of the Lord.
    

    
      So, it's a kind of relic.
    

    
      The clerics of the Obje Cult who have accumulated asceticism burn their own bodies with divine power when they are about to die, believing that only then can the Lord, Max Obje, who is in the distant universe, look directly at them and that they will be guided to heaven.
    

    
      Well, since it's a religious ritual that only exists in this world, I just accept it.
    

    
      The important thing is the ‘Saint’s Catalyst’ left in this world afterward and the power it holds.
    

    
      A collection of divine power, left after the body has been burned.
    

    
      Therefore, just by carrying it on one's body, the owner becomes in the same state as having received God's blessing.
    

    
      The problem is that the ‘Saint’s Catalyst’ is kept in the mausoleum where those clerics who have accumulated asceticism, that is, the successive archpontiffs, are enshrined.
    

    
      Of course, it's a sacred place in the Grand Cathedral, so the security would be tight.
    

    
      ‘But I don’t know how high the security level is.’
    

    
      My memories of visiting the Grand Cathedral, even in 'Heroes of Frey', could be counted on one hand.
    

    
      Well, I had come to receive a blessing or to clear a quest, but I had never scurried around like I did at the Academy.
    

    
      It wasn't a place where I could do that.
    

    
      My actual memories of visiting were also only the two times I had come to save Karina, who had been afflicted by Sabo's curse about two months ago.
    

    
      And even then, I couldn't walk around inside the Grand Cathedral, and at best, it was just the recovery room where Karina was lying, the chapel where Professor Ilai was, and the back garden.
    

    
      In other words, I had no information.
    

    
      I had come to get an item to catch a demon, but before that, I could be caught.
    

    
      But I didn't have the luxury of time to investigate leisurely.
    

    
      ‘Things like this happen when you're on a job.’
    

    
      The only one to trust is myself.
    

    
      I decided to trust the experience and senses I had gained from carrying out numerous jobs so far.
    

    
      I debated whether to go to the chapel where Professor Ilai was or the mausoleum where the Saint's Catalyst was kept first, and decided to go to the mausoleum first.
    

    
      Because Professor Ilai required a process of persuasion.
    

    
      I didn't know what kind of mishap might occur during the process of persuasion.
    

    
      So I immediately headed to the mausoleum to secure the Saint's Catalyst, which I could certainly obtain.
    

    
      I climbed over the wall, crossed the roof of the main hall, which soared high like a tower, and the long annex next to it, and infiltrated the back garden.
    

    
      And I immediately used [Stealth].
    

    
      Sssss…….
    

    
      I broadened my senses.
    

    
      I could feel large and small presences from all directions.
    

    
      The small ones were individuals or livestock raised in the Grand Cathedral, and the large presences were places where many people were gathered.
    

    
      ‘The chapel is over there, so the mausoleum must be that way.’
    

    
      I knew the geography of the inside of the Grand Cathedral, where everything was.
    

    
      So I hid my body in the shadow of the cloister and moved my steps towards the mausoleum.
    

    
      As my destination drew closer, I could feel a considerable number of presences lingering around.
    

    
      They were the military chaplains, guarding the mausoleum.
    

    
      Belonging to the elite military police within the Capital Defense Force, they shared the same roots as the Academy guards and were stronger than ordinary soldiers, but at best, they were soldiers.
    

    
      They were no threat to me at all.
    

    
      ‘Is that all of them?’
    

    
      It seemed so.
    

    
      The Grand Cathedral was also inside the capital, and although the mausoleum was a sacred area, it was not a place where treasures were kept, so the security did not seem to be that tight.
    

    
      ‘Then I just have to take care of the two at the entrance.’
    

    
      I secretly approached them from behind and knocked them unconscious by hitting the back of their heads with the hilt of the dagger I was holding.
    

    
      “?”
    

    
      The other military chaplain next to him felt something was wrong and turned his head this way.
    

    
      But my body was already digging into his arms.
    

    
      Paak!
    

    
      I caught their collapsing bodies so that they wouldn't make a sound and carefully laid them on the floor.
    

    
      And I approached the entrance.
    

    
      The entrance to the mausoleum.
    

    
      The door was locked with a thick padlock.
    

    
      I used [Disassemble], but it didn't work.
    

    
      It seemed that it was not an ordinary padlock.
    

    
      ‘The mana itself is not being accepted.’
    

    
      Seeing it repel mana, it seemed to be a padlock forged with a special metal.
    

    
      I examine it closely.
    

    
      I see.
    

    
      Orichalcum, called the metal of the gods.
    

    
      This is a padlock made of that.
    

    
      In that case, I can't pick this lock with any kind of thievery or magic.
    

    
      So I immediately took out my lockpicking kit.
    

    
      If thievery doesn't work, I can just use physical force to pick it.
    

    
      Chalgeurak!
    

    
      But I'm blocked again.
    

    
      This damn lock.
    

    
      I don't know how it was made, but its internal structure is quite complex.
    

    
      ‘This is annoying.’
    

    
      My brow furrows automatically.
    

    
      My lockpicking skill is not low, but when I inserted the wrench, I couldn't see the path right away.
    

    
      I'm starting to wonder what the key looks like.
    

    
      Well, I don't have time to go back and steal the key now.
    

    
      And I have to get in here now.
    

    
      “It can’t be helped.”
    

    
      I stare blankly at the firmly closed door and then take a few steps back.
    

    
      Click, I turn on the mana circuit.
    

    
      I concentrate my mind and move the surrounding mana.
    

    
      Soon, the mana followed the guidance of the formula and materialized my will.
    

    
      [Spatial Explosion].
    

    
      Kwaaaaang!
    

    
      Judging by the thickness of the door, one shot was not enough.
    

    
      I attack without a break.
    

    
      Mana stacking and linking using [The Thief's Breath].
    

    
      Kwaang! Kwaang! Kwaaaang!
    

    
      And so, the 4th Circle explosion magic that unfolded from my hand continuously struck the door.
    

    
      And as the fourth and final [Spatial Explosion] hit the door, with a strong explosion, the entrance burst open, blowing away the thick door and the padlock completely.
    

    
      Kwaaaang!
    

    
      A rising dust cloud.
    

    
      There was no time to hesitate.
    

    
      With the explosion, I could feel numerous presences converging on this place from the surroundings.
    

    
      I immediately entered the mausoleum and scanned the interior.
    

    
      Altar of Rubies Garda.
    

    
      Altar of Gomon Kirue.
    

    
      Altar of Aimon Kirue.
    

    
      Altar of Bandanion Rodius.
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      The altars of the successive archpontiffs were lined up along the wall.
    

    
      Inside the altars, urns containing their ashes were kept.
    

    
      And the sparkling orb on the very top of the urn's lid.
    

    
      That hazy orb was the ‘Saint’s Catalyst’.
    

    
      “I apologize.”
    

    
      After offering my apologies and condolences to the deceased, I immediately broke the outer glass of the altar and took the catalysts inside one by one.
    

    
      Jjaenggeurang!
    

    
      Hmm.
    

    
      So with this, is our Shadow completely at odds with the Obje Cult, the royal religion of the empire?
    

    
      Honestly, I don't know if this is the right thing to do.
    

    
      Because making an enemy of the Obje Cult means making an enemy of the Frey Royal Empire and the neutral Holy Kingdom.
    

    
      ‘I don’t know. I'm using it to exorcise a demon, so I'm sure they'll understand with their broad generosity.’
    

    
      Hoping so, I used [Stealth] and left the mausoleum.
    

    
      “Catch him!”
    

    
      “He must still be inside the mausoleum! Find him!”
    

    
      The military chaplains who had arrived late surrounded the mausoleum to secure the scene.
    

    
      Each individual was moving in an orderly manner, but from my perspective, I couldn't shake off the feeling that something was sloppy.
    

    
      Right.
    

    
      This was their first time dealing with a major incident like this.
    

    
      So they were moving according to the training manual, but they couldn't show a unified movement and were showing clumsy gaps here and there.
    

    
      I slipped through that gap and hid in the shadow created by the moon again.
    

    
      Afterward, I headed to the chapel to meet my next target, Professor Ilai.
    

    
      On the way, I thought.
    

    
      ‘How should I persuade her.’
    

    
      The process of persuasion is inevitable.
    

    
      A demon has infiltrated the Academy, and I need your power.
    

    
      I know it's hard to believe my words, a thief.
    

    
      But our information network is the best in the empire.
    

    
      So, let's go to the Academy together, as if you're being deceived.
    

    
      Then you'll naturally believe.
    

    
      And so on…….
    

    
      ‘If she doesn’t believe me, I’ll just knock her out and take her.’
    

    
      I didn't want to do this to Professor Ilai, whom I knew, but after making a mess of things by breaking the entrance to the mausoleum, I had nothing to lose now.
    

    
      Come to think of it, this attitude was the right answer…….
    

    
      ‘Is it right to be considerate and mindful of others when dealing with exorcising a demon?’
    

    
      Of course not.
    

    
      And so, I entered the chapel with a firm resolve.
    

    
      But it was all a useless effort.
    

    
      Because Professor Ilai, who should have been in the chapel, was nowhere to be found.
    

    
      ‘What.’
    

    
      I was momentarily dazed by the completely unexpected development.
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      Someone said from behind.
    

    
      “So it was you? The one who caused a commotion in the peaceful Grand Cathedral.”
    

    
      It wasn't Professor Ilai, whom I was looking for.
    

    
      A man's voice.
    

    
      I turned my body.
    

    
      The direction the voice came from was the backyard of the chapel.
    

    
      I hardened my face upon seeing him, who was standing quietly under a tree.
    

    
      The man was wearing a bucket hat with a long brim.
    

    
      So his eyes were not visible, hidden in the shadow of the brim, but in my eyes, which were using [Night Vision], I could see his face.
    

    
      His two eyes were covered with a white cloth.
    

    
      ‘Blind?’
    

    
      Just in case, I lowered my gaze and examined his attire.
    

    
      What stood out the most was, of course, the crest of a sword and the sun's light overlapping, drawn on his chest.
    

    
      There is only one place on the continent that uses that crest.
    

    
      ‘The Max Paladins.’
    

    
      At the same time, a name came to my mind.
    

    
      The blind paladin, Roland.
    

    
      ‘Why is a guy who should be protecting the Holy Kingdom here?’
    

    
      Professor Ilai, who should be here, is gone, and there's a strange guy.
    

    
      “……I'm looking for Ilai.”
    

    
      At my question, his head tilts to the side.
    

    
      “You don't seem to be curious?”
    

    
      “About what?”
    

    
      “About my eyes.”
    

    
      I let out a small laugh.
    

    
      “Well, should I be curious? About how a blind man sees me?”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “There's no law that says you have to see someone with your eyes. I don't have such a prejudice. More than that, I'm more curious about where Ilai is.”
    

    
      A low laugh was heard.
    

    
      “You’re an interesting person. Unfortunately, I also do not know where the Saintess of Ludwig is.”
    

    
      I swallowed a moan.
    

    
      Professor Ilai isn't here.
    

    
      This was a complete miscalculation.
    

    
      I take out my pocket watch to check the time.
    

    
      Not much time left.
    

    
      I could wait for Professor Ilai to come or look for her, but if I waste time like that and the Academy completely falls into Lilith's hands, the situation will become unmanageable.
    

    
      I had to make a decision.
    

    
      ‘It can’t be helped. I’ll have to fight the Lilith battle with just the Saint’s Catalyst.’
    

    
      It would be a tough fight, but for now, this was the right thing to do.
    

    
      It was when I had made up my mind and was about to turn back.
    

    
      Roland blocked my path.
    

    
      “I apologize, but I cannot let an intruder who has disturbed the holy ground go like this.”
    

    
      He put his hand on the empty air and drew a sword.
    

    
      Sreung-
    

    
      “For the Lord.”
    

    
      With a flash, a dazzling brilliance enveloped his sword and body.
    

    
      ‘Haa. This has become troublesome.’
    

    
      I shook my head and drew Raven.
    

    
      I have no choice but to finish this as quickly as possible and go.
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      Chapter 185: The Devil's Seed (8)
    

    
      “That was amazing. I never thought there would be such a twist.”
    

    
      After the play.
    

    
      Gwyn, who was leaving the theater, muttered with a serious expression.
    

    
      “To think that Yuta, who I thought wasn't the protagonist, was actually the protagonist of this play and that Paul, who I thought was the protagonist from the beginning, was actually the mastermind behind all the incidents. It's really surprising, even thinking about it again.”
    

    
      Karina, who followed him out, scoffed at his review.
    

    
      “You’re so stupid. You didn't even know that?”
    

    
      Gwyn's expression hardened.
    

    
      “Then? Karina, don't tell me you knew about this twist?”
    

    
      “Isn't that obvious?”
    

    
      Karina crossed her arms and lifted her chin.
    

    
      “I'm Karina Zain, Karina Zain. The villains' pretentious actions can never escape my sharp senses.”
    

    
      “……Hmm.”
    

    
      “I definitely said it from the beginning, right? That he was strange. Huh? I said he didn't seem like the protagonist.”
    

    
      She did say that.
    

    
      The play they had just seen, [The Knights of Glory], unfolded centered on the two characters, Yuta and Paul, who were friends, and every time Paul appeared and played an active role, Karina would tilt her head and say, ‘He’s somehow suspicious.’
    

    
      The problem was that her voice was too loud.
    

    
      So it often broke the immersion in the play, and in fact, a few audience members had frowned and looked back at them.
    

    
      Gwyn, who recalled that, let out a deep sigh.
    

    
      “Still, I wish you would observe theater etiquette, Karina. It's your freedom to enjoy it by guessing, but it can be a nuisance to the people around you.”
    

    
      “What are you talking about? They should be honored to hear Karina Zain's sharp reasoning.”
    

    
      At Karina's shameless reaction, Gwyn shook his head from side to side with a look that said he couldn't be helped.
    

    
      “Alright. You win, Karina.”
    

    
      Ivan and Yuria, who were listening to their conversation from the side, burst out laughing.
    

    
      However, at Gwyn's next words, the three had to stop laughing.
    

    
      “But watching the play reminded me of Gerard-sunbaenim. You know, there was that incident where he was suspected of being the Skull Mask not long ago?”
    

    
      “……You mean the middle part? The scene where Yuta was suspected of being a villain because of Paul's frame-up.”
    

    
      “Right. I kept thinking of Gerard-sunbaenim during that part. Normally, I would have thought that the knights being so easily incited had no plausibility at all, but having recently experienced a similar incident, I was strangely convinced and became even more immersed.”
    

    
      At Gwyn's question, 'You guys felt that way too, right?', the three showed different reactions.
    

    
      Yuria erased the faint smile she had on her lips, and Karina scratched her cheek awkwardly, saying, ‘R-really?’
    

    
      And.
    

    
      Ivan smiled bitterly.
    

    
      “That's right. I thought of it too.”
    

    
      “Huhuhu. I knew you and I would think alike, Ivan……”
    

    
      “Actually, that's why I came out here. I also suspected Gerard-sunbaenim.”
    

    
      Gwyn was surprised at Ivan's sudden confession.
    

    
      Karina, who knew the situation, clicked her tongue, and Yuria had no expression.
    

    
      “……He kept saying he was sorry, so he told me to just buy him a meal. That's how we ended up coming out like this.”
    

    
      Ivan said so and observed Yuria's reaction.
    

    
      Yuria was not looking at him.
    

    
      She was just standing there, staring into the air.
    

    
      That appearance seemed to be expressing an uncomfortable feeling and it also seemed like she was intentionally looking away to be considerate of Ivan.
    

    
      It was hard to guess exactly what she was feeling.
    

    
      “……So there was such a backstory. Hmm. I was on an outing, so I didn't know.”
    

    
      Just then, Gwyn said.
    

    
      At that time, Gwyn had been on a long outing because of the death of Hannes.
    

    
      “It must have been hard. But don't worry too much, Ivan. Sunbaenim must have forgiven you. And it was Rainz who was in the wrong, right? I heard that many kids suspected sunbaenim.”
    

    
      Gwyn glanced at Karina and continued.
    

    
      “Karina probably suspected sunbaenim too.”
    

    
      “W-what? What nonsense is that!”
    

    
      Karina, who had been quiet, jumped up and shouted.
    

    
      “Why are you so surprised? As if you really did suspect him? It's a joke, Karina. A joke.”
    

    
      “Ugh.”
    

    
      If she had her way, she would have wanted to pour a bucket of curses on Gwyn for his mischievous prank, but she couldn't.
    

    
      Although she hadn't said it, she too had suspected Gerard.
    

    
      Even before Ivan.
    

    
      So, far from cursing, all Karina could do was make a resentful face with a guilty conscience.
    

    
      “This is really annoying.”
    

    
      Gwyn laughed.
    

    
      “By the way, I wonder if Gerard-sunbaenim got back safely.”
    

    
      “That person probably got back safely on his own.”
    

    
      “An appointment with the Dean. Anyway, even though he's a senior, he's a really amazing person. I don't know if I'll be able to monopolize the Dean's attention like Gerard-sunbaenim even when I become a 3rd-year. Honestly, I'm not confident.”
    

    
      The others nod their heads as if in agreement.
    

    
      “By the way, are you okay, Gwyn?”
    

    
      Ivan suddenly asked that.
    

    
      “I’m fine.”
    

    
      “Where did you go all this time?”
    

    
      Gwyn had not shown his face to them for a while after his close friend, Hannes, had died at the end of the final evaluation.
    

    
      His worried friends had visited his dorm several times, but Gwyn was not there each time.
    

    
      “Actually……”
    

    
      It was when Gwyn was opening his mouth with a heavy expression.
    

    
      “Watch out!”
    

    
      A group of horses with riders charged at them at a tremendous speed as they had just come out onto the main road.
    

    
      Gwyn was at the very front, and as soon as he heard Karina's warning, he twisted his body and was able to avoid being run over by the horses.
    

    
      “How dare you……!”
    

    
      Sparks flew from Karina's eyes as Gwyn was almost hurt.
    

    
      She immediately drew her staff.
    

    
      If Ivan hadn't quickly stopped her, she might have really thrown a fireball at them.
    

    
      “Stop it, Karina!”
    

    
      “What? They were the ones who……”
    

    
      “Open your eyes and look carefully! It’s the Central Knights.”
    

    
      As Ivan said, the riders were wearing the combat uniforms of the Central Knights.
    

    
      “So what!”
    

    
      But Karina got angry as if she didn't care at all.
    

    
      Ivan let out a deep sigh.
    

    
      “What reason would the Central Knights have to ride their horses so urgently in the city? It means some kind of accident has broken out.”
    

    
      “Right. I’m fine, so calm down, Karina.”
    

    
      As even Gwyn, who had almost fallen, stopped her, Karina suppressed her raging anger.
    

    
      And.
    

    
      “That way. Isn't that the direction to the Academy?”
    

    
      Yuria's voice, heard belatedly, poured cold water on their heads.
    

    
      “Come to think of it……”
    

    
      No sooner had the words finished than armed soldiers rushed after the knights.
    

    
      An unusual atmosphere.
    

    
      Only then did the four of them harden their faces and look at each other.
    

    
      “Let’s go check it out.”
    

    
      “Alright.”
    

    
      They hoped it wasn't.
    

    
      But their steps, as they returned to the Academy, gradually quickened and before they knew it, they were running with all their might towards the carriage station.
    

    
      They also had ears to hear.
    

    
      The stories being whispered around.
    

    
      ‘A villain has appeared at the Academy.’
    

    
      ‘The villain's identity is a serial killer who has been causing accidents all over the royal empire recently.’
    

    
      And a single sheet of the Royal Dream daily that had fallen on the ground.
    

    
      Yuria's face, who had picked up the newspaper with the sensational headline 'Urgent Special Report' plastered on it, rapidly froze.
    

    
      [Urgent Special Report, the identity of the serial killer who murdered the Western Knights and Academy cadets has been revealed!]
    

    
      A single photo printed along with the content.
    

    
      In the photo was the face of Rachel, whom they knew well.
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      It was unbelievable.
    

    
      It wasn't even surprising that the Academy had been attacked by a villain.
    

    
      ‘Rachel was a villain?’
    

    
      Just then, Karina snatched the Royal Dream.
    

    
      “Th-this. What. What on earth is this!”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “What? Rachel is a villain? Th-this is also fabricated, isn't it!? Right? Huh?”
    

    
      Karina asked, letting out a dry laugh.
    

    
      Her crazily trembling pupils were filled with disbelief.
    

    
      However, everyone here knew.
    

    
      That that photo was not a fabrication.
    

    
      Many people already knew that you could determine if a photo was fabricated by sprinkling water on it.
    

    
      Would a reputable news outlet use a photo in an article without even going through that confirmation?
    

    
      What was surprising was that Karina, who had teased Rachel, calling her an idiot every time she met her, was the one who was most unable to handle the shock.
    

    
      “This is some kind of misunderstanding. There's no way Rachel would do that.”
    

    
      Yuria muttered in a low voice.
    

    
      She suddenly remembered that she hadn't seen Rachel for a few days, but she quickly erased it from her mind.
    

    
      So what if she hadn't seen her for a few days?
    

    
      That couldn't be a reason for Rachel to be a murderer.
    

    
      “I agree.”
    

    
      “My thoughts exactly.”
    

    
      The rest also nodded their heads.
    

    
      “See? You all think so too, right? Ha! My goodness. Look at this. Rachel, that idiot, a villain. A passing dog would laugh! The Royal Dream guys don't know a thing.”
    

    
      Karina, who was excessively talking, tried to act tough as if to hide her emotions.
    

    
      Although it was an unfamiliar sight in many ways, her friends felt a pang in their hearts for some reason.
    

    
      “There's no time for this. If we want to clear up the misunderstanding, we have to go quickly.”
    

    
      Ivan changed the heavy mood and reminded them of their goal.
    

    
      He was right.
    

    
      There was a misunderstanding, but currently, Rachel was a vicious villain who had committed a serious crime.
    

    
      And just before, the Central Knights had gone up to the Academy before them.
    

    
      It was obvious that the knights would proceed with her execution immediately without even asking about her crime.
    

    
      The group arrived at the carriage station.
    

    
      But they couldn't take the carriage to the Academy.
    

    
      It was all canceled due to a military operation.
    

    
      Fortunately, they had Karina Zain.
    

    
      Neeeigh!
    

    
      Having obtained horses using her family's background, they immediately headed to the Academy through a shortcut.
    

    
      “Hurry. Hurry!”
    

    
      The main gate was visible.
    

    
      And in front of it, a huge crowd was lined up.
    

    
      Most of them were armed soldiers, and among them were the Central Knights who had almost had an accident with the group.
    

    
      “What’s going on?”
    

    
      “I’ll go and find out!”
    

    
      Gwyn, who was the best at riding, went ahead.
    

    
      And when he came back, he told a dumbfounding story.
    

    
      “It seems something like a barrier is blocking the way.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “They say a whole company of the Magic Corps has to come to break it. And I heard. I might have misheard, but this situation. They say it's the work of a demon, not a villain.”
    

    
      “Th-this is crazy……”
    

    
      A curse reflexively came out of Karina's mouth.
    

    
      A demon.
    

    
      The shock that this word brought was that great.
    

    
      “Are you sure?”
    

    
      “I asked a Central Knight. So probably……”
    

    
      They could see the knights drawing their swords and swinging them.
    

    
      Their sword strikes, imbued with a bluish aura, looked lethal even from a distance.
    

    
      However, at some point, they were blocked by something and bounced off futilely.
    

    
      A black spark that shot up with a 'pajik' sound.
    

    
      The group, who witnessed the scene, each had their faces darken.
    

    
      Especially Yuria, the degree was severe.
    

    
      ‘……Sunbae.’
    

    
      What on earth was happening there?
    

    
      And Rachel?
    

    
      Was she really the culprit who had caused this situation?
    

    
      Then what was that barrier, and what was this about a demon?
    

    
      Everything was a mystery.
    

    
      It was when they were at a loss for what to do.
    

    
      Someone called them.
    

    
      “Kids!”
    

    
      “Huh? Professor!”
    

    
      Surprisingly, Professor Ilai was there.
    

    
      And Baron Tesda, too.
    

    
      “Huh? The Section Chief is here too?”
    

    
      “Why are the two of them together?”
    

    
      It was a puzzling combination, but it didn't matter.
    

    
      Because they were experienced adults they had met in a situation where they were at a loss.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      ‘Hmm?’
    

    
      There was one more person there.
    

    
      Wearing a large robe and a hood pulled down, he was a man they had clearly never seen before.
    

    
      ‘But why does he feel so familiar?’
    

    
      Yuria was engulfed in a subtle feeling as she looked at him.
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      Chapter 186: Unexpected Luck
    

    
      I look at Roland, who is panting heavily on one knee.
    

    
      “……You. You’re not just some thief. Who on earth are you? What is your purpose in causing chaos in the Grand Cathedral and looking for her?”
    

    
      I did not answer.
    

    
      I have no obligation to tell him that obediently and to be more honest.
    

    
      ‘This is so damn hard, shiva.’
    

    
      ……I don’t have the strength to answer.
    

    
      It’s even hard to stand.
    

    
      As expected of the next commander of the paladins, the only military force in the Holy Kingdom, his swordsmanship skills are truly remarkable.
    

    
      ‘The ridiculous thing is that’s not even his full power.’
    

    
      He did not use his divine power just now.
    

    
      Also.
    

    
      ‘That blindfold.’
    

    
      I look at the blindfold he has not yet removed.
    

    
      Like Dayle, who has the eyes of a demon, Roland is also an eye-ability user.
    

    
      The difference is that Roland is truly blind.
    

    
      The reason is because of a contract with the angel Uriel.
    

    
      Uriel, who coveted Roland’s beautiful eyes so much, proposed to take his two eyes in exchange for giving him immense power, and Roland accepted.
    

    
      ──That is the story from the original work.
    

    
      Right.
    

    
      It’s a common, cliché setting in fantasy.
    

    
      Roland.
    

    
      He is the representative character of the phrase ‘blinded by power’.
    

    
      The fortunate thing is that Roland is a character of absolute good alignment, so he does not use that power for trivial matters.
    

    
      It’s the same now.
    

    
      Because he had no intention of killing me, he did not use Uriel’s power.
    

    
      ‘And it’s the same for me.’
    

    
      What would happen if both of us fought in our serious modes?
    

    
      The official setting book explains that Roland’s stats, with his angel’s eyes opened, are in the top 5 of the world.
    

    
      So of course.
    

    
      ‘I would most likely get my ass kicked.’
    

    
      Of course, the outcome of a fight is not decided by stats and specs alone.
    

    
      If I find all of Shadow’s lost visions, then it might be a different story.
    

    
      Anyway, it was about time to move, so I asked Roland.
    

    
      “Let me go.”
    

    
      Roland's head tilted to the side.
    

    
      “You’re saying something strange. Aren’t you the one who defeated me just now?”
    

    
      “I know you didn’t go all out, Roland of the Max Paladins.”
    

    
      Roland's expression hardens.
    

    
      But at my next words, he looks surprised.
    

    
      “A demon has appeared at the Academy. The demon is Lilith. One of the six followers of the great demon Angmar, who presides over lust.”
    

    
      “……What are you talking about right now?”
    

    
      I ignore him and continue.
    

    
      “That’s the reason I was looking for Ilai. Her divine power and faith will surely be a great help in exorcising Lilith. It’s up to you whether you believe me or not, and it’s also your decision whether to let me go. However, I hope you keep in mind that the more time is dragged out, the more the Academy will fall into the hands of the demon.”
    

    
      Roland, who heard my words, was silent, as if in deep thought.
    

    
      Watching him, a thought flashed in my mind, ‘Huh? What if?’
    

    
      ‘What if I take this guy instead of Professor Ilai? So, a chicken instead of a pheasant.’
    

    
      I don’t know why Roland is here in Icata and not the Holy Kingdom.
    

    
      But it might be a blessing in disguise.
    

    
      What if this is a chance?
    

    
      ‘Since he’s a paladin. Even if it’s not as much as Professor Ilai’s holy magic, he’ll be a great help in other ways.’
    

    
      Right.
    

    
      Do we really need a cleric for a demon battle?
    

    
      If the kids block Lilith's swarming slaves, and in the meantime, me and the eye-opened Roland quickly exorcise Lilith?
    

    
      I roughly calculate the estimate in my head, and oh?
    

    
      The conclusion is that this might be better.
    

    
      ‘Good.’
    

    
      In fact, there is no better way than this for now.
    

    
      So I changed my goal.
    

    
      To persuade Roland.
    

    
      “If you can’t believe me, going to the Academy together is also an option. Yes. With that power you have, you will be of great help in exorcising Lilith.”
    

    
      “Huhu. You seem to know me well?”
    

    
      “I don't know.”
    

    
      “I see. I think I know who you are now, too. The Master of Shadow.”
    

    
      I nodded my head.
    

    
      “That’s me.”
    

    
      “As I’ve heard, you seem to know everything.”
    

    
      It’s not that I don’t, but it’s a bit much to say so myself, so I just stayed quiet.
    

    
      “But you don’t seem to know this.”
    

    
      Roland, who said so, suddenly smiled bitterly.
    

    
      I felt an unreadable ominousness from that smile, and it soon became reality.
    

    
      “I cannot leave this Grand Cathedral. Because I am being punished.”
    

    
      “……?”
    

    
      “I have been expelled from the Holy Kingdom and am currently detained here. I am not a deputy commander either. Because I was stripped of my rank.”
    

    
      ……Shit. For real?
    

    
      It was a shock.
    

    
      To the point where I didn’t want to believe it.
    

    
      ‘No. What on earth did he do wrong to be stripped of his rank and detained at the same time?’
    

    
      I was curious, but that wasn't what was important right now.
    

    
      I couldn't give up, so I continued to talk.
    

    
      “No matter what crime you committed and are in confinement for, exorcising a demon is the duty of a paladin, isn’t it? Isn't this a special situation where a demon is involved.”
    

    
      The duty of a paladin comes before paying for one's sins.
    

    
      I tried to persuade him like that.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      “Even if I go, I won't be of much help in the battle.”
    

    
      “……Why?”
    

    
      “Because I sealed my own divine power.”
    

    
      I let out a deep sigh inwardly.
    

    
      From the part where he said he sealed his own divine power, I could deduce what crime he had committed.
    

    
      ‘The sin of blasphemy.’
    

    
      Aah.
    

    
      So that’s why he didn’t use his divine power just now.
    

    
      He didn’t not use it, he couldn’t use it…….
    

    
      ‘What. Then this bastard is just useless?’
    

    
      It’s like digging a well in dry land.
    

    
      Also, I don’t need to ask for permission to let me go.
    

    
      In the first place, this guy has no power to stop me.
    

    
      In other words, I just wasted my time.
    

    
      ‘This is so fucking annoying.’
    

    
      But I couldn’t blame him, since I had been mistaken on my own.
    

    
      ‘What was that about for the Lord at first? And what was that glittering brilliance.’
    

    
      Anyway, I was properly hooked.
    

    
      After suppressing my anger by cursing inwardly, I turned my body.
    

    
      There was no time.
    

    
      Just then, Roland's question from behind caught me.
    

    
      “Is there a way? For you.”
    

    
      I frowned.
    

    
      “What if there isn’t? Should I give up and run away?”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “Even if there isn’t, I have to stop it and I will. So you just stay here and pray.”
    

    
      At my words, Roland opened his mouth as if he had made a decision.
    

    
      “In that case, please take this.”
    

    
      I looked at him.
    

    
      With eyes that said, ‘Are you serious?’
    

    
      Whether he had noticed the atmosphere, a smile appeared on his lips.
    

    
      “I’ll say this in advance, I’m lending it to you.”
    

    
      “You trust me?”
    

    
      He shook his head.
    

    
      “I trust in God. I believe that me, who is in confinement, meeting you here is God’s will.”
    

    
      A guy who is imprisoned here for committing blasphemy believes in God.
    

    
      A small smile rose on my lips at the contradictory words.
    

    
      But it must be true.
    

    
      His eyes, which had received Uriel's power, see through the truth.
    

    
      That's also why my stealth was pierced.
    

    
      In any case, I thankfully received his item.
    

    
      And.
    

    
      “Since I’m borrowing a sword anyway, there’s one more thing I’d like to ask.”
    

    
      Saying so, I raised Raven.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Meeting Roland was a completely unexpected stroke of luck.
    

    
      But to think that such luck was waiting for me again.
    

    
      ‘Hmm?’
    

    
      As planned, I was waiting for Ivan and the others on the road leading up to the Academy after leaving the Grand Cathedral, but I found two people I hadn't expected at all.
    

    
      It was Professor Ilai, whom I had been looking for so much.
    

    
      And the man next to her was.
    

    
      ‘……Section Chief Baron? No. Why is that old man with Professor Ilai there?’
    

    
      Was the urgent appointment she had after finishing the service early a date with Section Chief Baron?
    

    
      ‘My goodness.’
    

    
      It was an absurd and funny situation, but this made things easier.
    

    
      ‘That's a relief. That Section Chief Baron was out in the city.’
    

    
      To fight the boss of the ‘Nightmare’ episode, Lilith, you had to first meet and defeat the two mid-bosses.
    

    
      And the last mid-boss of those two was Section Chief Baron over there.
    

    
      In the original work, Section Chief Baron is caught in the seduction while trying to stop Lilith at the Academy and becomes her faithful right hand.
    

    
      ‘So that’s why the Saint’s Catalyst was needed…… is this how the situation flows?’
    

    
      It’s the first time.
    

    
      That the flow of the main story, which had been changed by me, had been helpful in such a good way.
    

    
      Very.
    

    
      So damn nice.
    

    
      ‘The kids must have gone up to the mountain gate first because of Roland.’
    

    
      Then there was no time to hesitate.
    

    
      I threw a [Whisper] at Professor Ilai and Section Chief Baron, who were rushing up to the mountain gate.
    

    
      [Even if you run like that, you won’t be able to get in anyway. There’s a barrier.]
    

    
      At the same time, thud, the two’s running stopped.
    

    
      Section Chief Baron scans the left and right with sharp eyes.
    

    
      But no matter how much he looks, unlike Roland, he cannot detect my stealth.
    

    
      [If you go a little further, there’s a side path that branches off. If you come along that way, there’s a small open lot. Come there.]
    

    
      The two looked at each other for a moment and whispered.
    

    
      They seemed to be debating whether to follow my words or not.
    

    
      Soon, Section Chief Baron nodded his head first.
    

    
      It seemed he had decided to do as I said, and I saw him take the lead and turn into the side path.
    

    
      And soon, they reached the open lot.
    

    
      “Show yourself.”
    

    
      After watching Section Chief Baron, who was letting out his energy without restraint and warning softly, I released my stealth and came out of the bushes.
    

    
      “Skull Mask……?”
    

    
      The two had surprised expressions, as if it was an unexpected appearance.
    

    
      “Greetings, you two.”
    

    
      “Why are you here? And why did you call us? What’s your business?”
    

    
      “Of course, I came to help you two.”
    

    
      “Help us?”
    

    
      “That’s right.”
    

    
      Professor Ilai intervened at my answer.
    

    
      “You said there was a barrier, what do you mean by that?”
    

    
      “Just as I said. A barrier. And not just any barrier, but a barrier cast directly by a demon.”
    

    
      At the word ‘demon’, the two’s faces changed remarkably.
    

    
      “A-a demon?”
    

    
      “Don’t lie, you bastard!”
    

    
      “Huhu. Why would I tell a lie that will be obviously exposed if you go up?”
    

    
      I chuckled and continued.
    

    
      “I can assure you, there is no one who is grasping the current situation more clearly than me. You must have heard on your way here that the serial killer who has been staining the royal empire with blood is on campus, and that his identity is your student.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “But she is not your student. She is the demon, Lilith.”
    

    
      “That can’t be. Rachel is not a demon.”
    

    
      “That’s right. If she were a demon, there’s no way I wouldn’t have known.”
    

    
      “The Saintess of Ludwig?”
    

    
      At my question, she took a step forward.
    

    
      “I am Ilai Dain.”
    

    
      “You are right, Ilai. Rachel. She is not a demon. But the girl who is up there is not Rachel.”
    

    
      “……What do you mean by that?”
    

    
      Instead of answering, I took off the skull mask I was wearing.
    

    
      The two let out a gasp, but they didn’t take their eyes off my revealed face.
    

    
      Hmm.
    

    
      Don’t tell me they’re mistaking this face with the face mask for my real face.
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      It seems they are.
    

    
      Seeing them widen their eyes and hurriedly scan my face.
    

    
      Well, there's no need to kindly tell them it's fake, so I just said.
    

    
      “There’s no time to explain everything one by one, so I’ll tell you on the way. Follow me.”
    

    
      The two showed a suspicious look this time too, but they soon started to follow me obediently, as if they had decided they had no choice.
    

    
      And so, as we went up to the mountain gate, I told them that Rachel had a twin sister and that she was Lilith.
    

    
      “……Is that really true?”
    

    
      Section Chief Baron asked in the middle.
    

    
      “You must have heard this news from the Royal Dream, right? The one that was a special report.”
    

    
      “That’s right.”
    

    
      “It was us who provided the documents to that Royal Dream.”
    

    
      Section Chief Baron swallowed a moan.
    

    
      For now, he seemed relieved that Rachel was not possessed by a demon.
    

    
      “Then where is Rachel?”
    

    
      At Ilai's question, I shook my head.
    

    
      “Unfortunately, I don't know that either.”
    

    
      Soon, we arrived at the Academy's mountain gate and could see the troops that were blocked by the barrier and couldn't enter, filling the front yard.
    

    
      And among them, Ivan and the kids, who were flustered.
    

    
      “Kids!”
    

    
      “P-Professor!?”
    

    
      The joy of the unexpected reunion was brief.
    

    
      I stepped forward and at the same time, gave instructions in a quiet but clear voice.
    

    
      “I’m sorry, but we don't have time, so we’ll move right away.”
    

    
      “Right now?”
    

    
      “As I said before, we don't have time. I believe I already told you about Lilith's ability?”
    

    
      Ilai's expression became heavy.
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      “Who are you?”
    

    
      It was Yuria.
    

    
      She, who had been staring at me since the first time she saw me, without taking her eyes off me.
    

    
      Don't tell me she recognized my true form?
    

    
      But since I had confirmed that the face mask was firmly attached, I dismissed it as nothing.
    

    
      The kids who were looking at me at Yuria's question.
    

    
      Right.
    

    
      I have to tell them my identity too.
    

    
      “This is the first time we’ve met in person.”
    

    
      In that moment, a short gasp and jet-black pupils widening.
    

    
      At that, I nodded my head.
    

    
      “Let me introduce myself formally. I am the Master of Shadow. To you, I am called the Skull Mask.”
    

    
      Afterward, the expressions of the kids who were looking at me were quite a picture.
    

    

  
    Chapter 187: Chapter 187

    
      Chapter 187: Growing Misunderstandings
    

    
      “Wh-what did you say?”
    

    
      Breaking the long silence, the one who had an outburst first was, as expected, Karina Zain.
    

    
      “Where do you think you are, how dare you!”
    

    
      The kids all assumed a combat stance.
    

    
      Only one person, Yuria, was just staring at me.
    

    
      Just then, Professor Ilai appropriately intervened and mediated.
    

    
      “Calm down, everyone.”
    

    
      “What? Professor! It’s the Skull Mask! He’s a villain!”
    

    
      “We know that too.”
    

    
      Section Chief Baron turned to me and said.
    

    
      “Could you step aside for a moment? I think I need to explain to the kids.”
    

    
      As Section Chief Baron requested, I moved away.
    

    
      In that state, I raised my senses.
    

    
      The whispering voices of Section Chief Baron and Professor Ilai, as they persuaded the kids, pierced my ears.
    

    
      “He is here to help us. Shall we call it a temporary alliance?”
    

    
      “An alliance? No. You're saying you're forming an alliance with a villain? Are you in your right mind?”
    

    
      “Do you mean to say that you, Section Chief and Professor, trust the Skull Mask?”
    

    
      The kids' reactions were quite intense.
    

    
      “No. We don’t trust him.”
    

    
      “But for now, we have no choice. If not for that person, we can't do anything about that barrier.”
    

    
      The two conveyed the explanations I had given them on the way up to the kids.
    

    
      The demon's barrier.
    

    
      It was not created by magical power, but a unique domain authority that only special beings could use.
    

    
      A demon's technique, called [Evil Earth].
    

    
      So its properties are different from general protective barriers and seals.
    

    
      Damage and destruction are only possible by a being of a class equal to or higher than the demon who cast it.
    

    
      It ignores all other life forms and powers.
    

    
      That means that to break that barrier, demons, who are beings split from the demon god, or angels, who are the representatives of the Lord, must come.
    

    
      A ruler of a dimension like a spirit or a dragon.
    

    
      As if to prove those words, no matter how much the knights swung their swords just before.
    

    
      And even now, a company of the magic corps, who had appeared out of nowhere, was pouring magic into the barrier, but the barrier was not even budging.
    

    
      “I can't believe it. Then does that mean even my father can't do anything about that barrier?”
    

    
      Karina asks with a look of disbelief as she watches the scene.
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      Professor Ilai nodded her head firmly.
    

    
      It was a hard-to-believe answer.
    

    
      The one who had mastered fire-attribute magic, which boasts the strongest destructive power among attribute magic, to the human limit and received the title of Grand Mage was Duke Zain.
    

    
      But even if Duke Zain came, he couldn't break that barrier?
    

    
      Are demons really that strong?
    

    
      “……No way. I can’t believe it.”
    

    
      “I know it's hard to believe, but it's true. I'm sorry to disappoint you.”
    

    
      Just then, Ivan, who was next to her, asked.
    

    
      “Then what about Professor Ilai's divine power? I know that demons and divine power are polar opposites. Doesn't divine power work?”
    

    
      Professor Ilai shook her head with a bitter smile.
    

    
      “I’m sorry, but I can't be of much help either. To break that barrier with divine power, at least His Holiness the Pope of the Holy Kingdom or the Archpontiff must come in person……”
    

    
      The distance for the Pope in the Holy Kingdom to come here was too far.
    

    
      Also, the Grand Cathedral's Archpontiff Vantert was currently on a pilgrimage.
    

    
      Both were realistically impossible to achieve.
    

    
      “Then does that person have a way?”
    

    
      Yuria's question, which had suddenly cut in.
    

    
      At that, I could feel everyone's eyes turn to me at once.
    

    
      “……So he says.”
    

    
      “Huu.”
    

    
      “Oh my.”
    

    
      Reactions filled with a deep sense of futility and powerlessness erupted.
    

    
      The subsequent actions were, well, obvious.
    

    
      No matter what opinions were thrown around and what methods were persuaded, in the end, the only lifeline was to 'for now' trust me, the Skull Mask.
    

    
      Watching that process from beginning to end, I felt quite a bit of fatigue.
    

    
      ‘They’re making a fuss even when I’m trying to help. To not be able to trust people like this.’
    

    
      Well, since I'm a villain, I guess I understand.
    

    
      But from my perspective, I was doing a good deed with a good heart, so to be suspected like this, honestly, my mood was not very good.
    

    
      As I was enduring the slowly creeping irritation, Section Chief Baron approached, as if the persuasion had ended.
    

    
      “Skull Mask.”
    

    
      “Call me Jack. If you don't want to see the knights swarming in and making a mess.”
    

    
      “Hmm. Understood.”
    

    
      “Alright, is the explanation over?”
    

    
      “It is.”
    

    
      Still, it didn't take as long as I thought.
    

    
      I nodded my head in satisfaction and stood in front of the kids.
    

    
      As expected, the way they looked at me was not good.
    

    
      ‘Of course.’
    

    
      I didn't expect to be persuaded right away.
    

    
      I asked Karina, who seemed to have the most complaints about the current situation.
    

    
      “You don't trust me?”
    

    
      “Hmph. Do you even have to ask?”
    

    
      I let out a small laugh.
    

    
      “Alright. Since it seems there are still people with complaints, I'll add one last thing.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “I, who am here, am a villain, but in reality, I am a human just like you. And the bastards called demons are the ancient enemies of our human race. My reason for helping you should be sufficiently explained by this. Shall we call it a truce to face a common enemy? I am a thief, but a thief who wants to live in the human world, not in hell.”
    

    
      The suspicious gazes that had been on me softened a little, as if they were convinced.
    

    
      “The reason I bothered to say this even when we have no time is because from now on, we must cooperate with each other and move as one. What we need here is trust, and a head.”
    

    
      I tapped my head.
    

    
      “A brilliant head that can control the body.”
    

    
      “Does that mean you'll be the head?”
    

    
      “That's right. Or? Is there anyone else here who wants to be the head besides me?”
    

    
      There is no answer.
    

    
      Complete silence.
    

    
      Come to think of it, it was a natural reaction.
    

    
      What was needed now was not strength like martial power, but an eye to grasp the situation, a head to make a plan, and judgment.
    

    
      And the person who knew the current situation best, and who also had the most information, was me.
    

    
      In addition to that, the person who had breached the Academy's security the most, and who had also infiltrated the school, was also me.
    

    
      They were just pretending not to know because they didn't want to admit it due to their pride, but they were silent because they knew that.
    

    
      Even Karina, who had the most ill feelings toward me, couldn't express any more complaints and kept her mouth shut.
    

    
      “If there are no objections, I am the leader of this party as of this moment.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “Good. Now we move. Follow me.”
    

    
      I took them and circled along the barrier wall.
    

    
      And.
    

    
      “Ah. Why are you so late? I almost lost my eyeballs waiting!”
    

    
      I met Dayle, who was squatting in the bushes, waiting for me.
    

    
      “Are those them? The people the boss talked about.”
    

    
      Dayle gave a friendly greeting to the Academy personnel who had followed me.
    

    
      “Hello. I'm the one in charge of weapon repair at Shadow. Feel free to call me One-Eye.”
    

    
      Afterward, he looks at me and asks.
    

    
      “So what is it that I have to do, boss?”
    

    
      “Break this barrier.”
    

    
      “Hmm? What did you do with the barrier-breaking dagger I made for you? Don't tell me you lost it?”
    

    
      “That won't work.”
    

    
      “Huh? Why?”
    

    
      I frowned in annoyance at Dayle's attitude of constantly asking back.
    

    
      “You. Didn't you even check in advance while you were waiting?”
    

    
      “I didn’t. Actually, I just got here too. Hehe.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “Aah. W-wait! I can do it now! It's embarrassing with people watching.”
    

    
      As I raised my hand to smack the back of his head, Dayle, who had hurriedly stepped back, grumbled and stared at the barrier.
    

    
      A blue light flashed for a moment in his left eye, which was not covered by the eye patch.
    

    
      And soon, the guy who had seen through the barrier wall with the power of the Evil Eye tilted his head a moment later.
    

    
      “What. This barrier wasn't made with a magic formula? This is…… Huk? Demonic aura!?”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “Why is the damn power of the demon world here?”
    

    
      “Because there's a demon inside.”
    

    
      “I see.”
    

    
      Dayle, who nodded, looked at me again.
    

    
      “Then I don't have a way either.”
    

    
      “No. You do.”
    

    
      “How?”
    

    
      Because you are the Evil Eye.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Evil Eye.
    

    
      A biological weapon of the Naimus Royal Empire, created by putting the power of a demon into the eyes to deal with only the magicians of the Frey Royal Empire.
    

    
      What is important here is the identity of the demon that can be said to be the source of that power and its class.
    

    
      There are six types of demons under the command of the great demon of hatred, Angmar.
    

    
      1st is Daredevil.
    

    
      The symbol is fear, and here, 1st is the order in which they were created, not a rank that signifies strength.
    

    
      2nd is Oblin.
    

    
      The symbol is pain.
    

    
      3rd is Lilith of lust, 4th is Balak of destruction, 5th is Nergal of plague.
    

    
      6th is Behemoth of Gluttony.
    

    
      However, there was originally one more demon.
    

    
      7th, Lucif of pride.
    

    
      That one, who was so arrogant, began to question why he was not a great demon at some point.
    

    
      The question soon became a complaint, and in the end, Lucif called himself a great demon and challenged Angmar.
    

    
      ‘And he was defeated and sealed in a soul stone.’
    

    
      It could be said to be a fitting end for the arrogant demon, and the power extracted from that soul stone is the main material for making the Evil Eye, the anti-mage extermination unit.
    

    
      Of course, this is a fact that even Dayle, the Evil Eye himself, does not know.
    

    
      The only ones who know this information are the research institute officials who created the Evil Eyes, the Demon Council guys.
    

    
      And me.
    

    
      Anyway.
    

    
      The class of Lucif, who had once challenged a great demon, could not be lower than Lilith's, if not higher.
    

    
      So the Evil Eye, Dayle, who was endowed with his power, would be able to easily tear the Evil Earth that Lilith had spread before their eyes.
    

    
      And my prediction was exactly right, and with a simple punch from Dayle, the barrier cracked with a 'jjeojeok-'.
    

    
      “Huh? It really works.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “As expected, the boss is never wrong.”
    

    
      And the mad flurry of punches that followed.
    

    
      “……!”
    

    
      The expressions of the Academy people watching from behind were truly a masterpiece.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      The air inside the school, which we had infiltrated after breaking the Evil Earth, was covered in a hazy fog, like an atmosphere full of fine dust.
    

    
      It was pollen.
    

    
      A supernatural phenomenon created by Lilith's power.
    

    
      If you breathe it in, your mind gradually becomes hazy, and after a certain period of time, you are seized by a boiling lust and eventually lose your ego.
    

    
      So as soon as the Skull Mask entered, he instructed Professor Ilai to give a blessing, and Ilai did as he said and gave a blessing to everyone in the group.
    

    
      In that state, they moved.
    

    
      A rather long silence continued.
    

    
      There was tension, but a large part of it was that they still hadn't recovered from the shock of a little while ago.
    

    
      Watching the Skull Mask, who was walking in the lead, everyone was lost in heavy thoughts.
    

    
      It was true.
    

    
      The Skull Mask had a way to break the demon's barrier.
    

    
      Honestly, they had seen it with their own eyes, but it was still unbelievable.
    

    
      ‘To think it would break so futilely…….’
    

    
      At first, they had thought that the way to break the barrier was a method using some special (at least unique grade) artifact or magic tool.
    

    
      It wasn't.
    

    
      A one-eyed man (who had actually introduced himself as One-Eye) swung his fist, and the barrier broke.
    

    
      Literally.
    

    
      When he hit it with a 'kwang', it broke with a 'peong'.
    

    
      The barrier, which hadn't even been scratched no matter how much the Central Knights swung their swords and the magicians of the magic corps slammed magic into it, had shattered into pieces from the punches of a man who looked unremarkable!
    

    
      ‘How is that possible?’
    

    
      Their heads denied what they had seen with their own eyes.
    

    
      Especially the shock that Karina felt was truly enormous.
    

    
      ‘A barrier that even my father said he couldn't break, with just a few punches…….’
    

    
      It seemed clear that he was a person with a special power.
    

    
      ‘Why did he leave such a capable person behind?’
    

    
      The Skull Mask had left him outside.
    

    
      It seemed he had given him another order, but Karina couldn't help but feel it was a pity that he hadn't brought such a capable person inside.
    

    
      Because with that much, their power would increase greatly, and the job would surely become easier.
    

    
      ‘Anyway, to break a demon's barrier. He's clearly an amazing person. I have to report it to my family.’
    

    
      What was amazing was the Skull Mask, who had such a capable person as his subordinate.
    

    
      ‘What is his true skill level?’
    

    
      And.
    

    
      How many diverse and amazing thieves are there in Shadow?
    

    
      ‘One-Eye must be the end of it, right?’
    

    
      Yes, it must be.
    

    
      It was the moment she thought so.
    

    
      ‘……Wait a minute.’
    

    
      Belatedly, the first greeting that One-Eye had said to them flashed through her mind.
    

    
      And that soon became a huge fear that engulfed the group.
    

    
      ‘Hello. I'm the one in charge of weapon repair at Shadow. Feel free to call me One-Eye.’
    

    
      He had definitely introduced himself that way.
    

    
      He had introduced himself as ‘just’ the one in charge of weapon repair at Shadow.
    

    
      ‘What on earth…….’
    

    
      What on earth was Shadow?
    

    
      The place where a thief in charge of just weapon repair could break a demon's barrier with his fists, what on earth…….
    

    
      And the person leading that group?
    

    
      What is his level?
    

    
      The group, who had finished their thoughts, lifted their heads and stared blankly at the Skull Mask's back with complicated gazes.
    

    

  
    Chapter 188: Chapter 188

    
      Chapter 188: Betrayer
    

    
      A blonde girl, playing on a green meadow, giggles as she looks at her.
    

    
      ‘Sister!’
    

    
      The girl who looked just like her was named Reina.
    

    
      The only precious family she had left in this world.
    

    
      But at some point, she grew distant and then reappeared with a blood-stained face.
    

    
      ‘Sister. It hurts. It hurts so much! Save me!’
    

    
      Her naked body, with her clothes all torn and ripped, was covered in all sorts of wounds.
    

    
      ‘Reina! What happened!’
    

    
      ‘S-sister…… hic!’
    

    
      ‘Who did this! Whose doing this is!’
    

    
      Reina, who was crying tears of blood, embraces her.
    

    
      And then she whispers softly in her ear.
    

    
      ‘……Me.’
    

    
      ‘What?’
    

    
      ‘It was me. Me.’
    

    
      The face of Reina, whom she looked at in surprise, was grinning a bizarre smile with the corners of her mouth torn up to her ears.
    

    
      ‘Kihihihit!’
    

    
      She mutilated her own body with her long nails.
    

    
      Without caring that her skin was being peeled off and blood was splattering everywhere.
    

    
      ‘Kihihit! It was me! It was me who did it, sister!’
    

    
      Soon, her voice was heard from all directions.
    

    
      Sister? Sister? Sister? Sister? Sister?
    

    
      Sister? Sister? Sister? Sister? Sister?
    

    
      Sister? Sister? Sister? Sister? Sister?
    

    
      Sister? Sister? Sister? Sister? Sister?
    

    
      ‘Answer me, Rachel─!’
    

    
      Kyaaaaaaak──
    

    
      With a bloodcurdling scream as the last, Rachel’s eyes shot open.
    

    
      “Heok! Heok!”
    

    
      A rough breath explodes out with a dry heave.
    

    
      Her clothes were already damp with sweat that had poured like rain, and dried tears were stuck to her bloodshot eyes.
    

    
      It was a nightmare.
    

    
      A nightmare where her precious sister turns into a demon.
    

    
      But it was also reality.
    

    
      Because the Reina she had briefly met in the room was not the kind sister she had known.
    

    
      The proof was the scarlet stab wound that ran down her back.
    

    
      The battle that had started with a surprise attack from the High Cleric, Loki, who had been hiding behind the dormitory door.
    

    
      At that time, Reina had intervened and wounded her, and in the ensuing attack, Rachel was helplessly subdued.
    

    
      Just before she fainted, Reina’s bright question pierced Rachel’s ear.
    

    
      ‘Hmm. Can’t I just kill her?’
    

    
      ‘No. The Bishop’s order was to find out the location of Shadow.’
    

    
      Her sister, whom she thought was dead, is alive.
    

    
      But that sister is not the sister she knew.
    

    
      ‘The demon Lilith.’
    

    
      Nevertheless, Rachel was grateful.
    

    
      That she was alive.
    

    
      ‘There must be a way to turn her back. For sure.’
    

    
      At the same time, a person flashes in her mind.
    

    
      ‘That person will know the way.’
    

    
      So, she had to go to the Academy.
    

    
      She didn’t know what the demon, wearing her sister’s shell, would do.
    

    
      Before she caused a big accident, she had to hurry and turn her back to her original self.
    

    
      ‘First, I have to get out of here.’
    

    
      Rachel was sitting with her arms and legs bound.
    

    
      It was a sealed room without a single window and on the only table, there was only a single communication device installed for contact.
    

    
      The cult’s communication post.
    

    
      All of the cult’s communication posts were cleverly set up in the city.
    

    
      In other words, this was the city.
    

    
      She hoped it was still Icata, but she didn’t know how long she had been unconscious, so it was hard to judge accurately.
    

    
      Rachel moved her body here and there.
    

    
      Her arms, tied behind the back of the chair, seemed to have been tied at the wrists and the entire forearms, as they had no intention of moving.
    

    
      The same went for her legs.
    

    
      The rope tying both her feet was so thick that the blade of a sword would likely break if she tried to cut it.
    

    
      ‘What should I do…….’
    

    
      There seemed to be no physical way.
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      “I came in because the struggling sound had stopped, and you’re awake after all.”
    

    
      The door opened, and a man as thin as a tree branch came into the room where she was.
    

    
      The Darkness High Cleric, Loki.
    

    
      A man known within the cult as Bishop Lutus’s shadow.
    

    
      It was the first time Rachel had met him in person as well.
    

    
      “Did you have a nightmare?”
    

    
      “……Do I have to tell you?”
    

    
      He let out a small laugh and put the bag he was holding on the floor.
    

    
      Thump.
    

    
      Inside the bag was a full set of tools that looked like torture instruments.
    

    
      “You don’t have to tell me about your dream, but you’d better answer what I ask from now on.”
    

    
      “Hey. Loki. Torturing me right now isn't the problem. There's a more serious problem. A demon. A demon has returned.”
    

    
      “So?”
    

    
      “So? Are you saying that because you don’t know what will happen if it’s released into this world? I have to go. Untie me right now.”
    

    
      Loki laughed, "keuk keuk".
    

    
      “Are you talking about that twin sister of yours? I’ve heard the story. So. What will change if you go? What can you do?”
    

    
      “If even a little of my sister’s reason remains and she recognizes me, there might be a way.”
    

    
      “Puhehehe. You’re having a pretty ambitious dream, even though your back was turned into a rag by your own sister. Is it because you're a girl? Your sensibility is very rich!”
    

    
      Rachel frowned at Loki's sarcasm.
    

    
      “……There’s no time for jokes, Loki. We don’t have much time.”
    

    
      “Right. We don't have time.”
    

    
      Loki rummaged through his bag and picked up a small pair of pliers and scissors.
    

    
      “You must think I don’t know that you’re trying to trick me into running away, but Bishop Lutus is in perfect control of the demon, so don't worry about useless things and worry about yourself.”
    

    
      Rachel's face hardened.
    

    
      “……What do you mean? Control a demon?”
    

    
      “Just as you heard.”
    

    
      “Do you think a human can control a demon? He’s just pretending to be used!”
    

    
      “Hoo. Is that so? Then that’s even better. If a true demon awakens in this world, she will lead us! Uh-hehe.”
    

    
      Rachel made a disgusted face at Loki's half-crazed answer.
    

    
      Right.
    

    
      This is what the Beltus Cult was.
    

    
      Crazy pseudo-believers who worship demons and want to offer the world to evil.
    

    
      “Now. Shall we start by simply cutting off a finger.”
    

    
      The pliers, which were slowly getting closer.
    

    
      Rachel, who was quickly racking her brain, decided to change her method.
    

    
      “……Right. That’s also good. Because we worship demons. But is that what Bishop Lutus thinks too?”
    

    
      “Hehe. Seeing you spout nonsense, you must be in a hurry.”
    

    
      “He is a betrayer.”
    

    
      “Aren’t you the betrayer?”
    

    
      “No. I am the judge.”
    

    
      Thud, the pliers that were raising her finger stopped.
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Didn’t you hear? I am the cult’s judge. I came under him to catch Bishop Lutus’s act of betrayal.”
    

    
      Judge.
    

    
      They, who hide their identity and infiltrate the cult to find and judge those who have broken the cult's rules, are the Archpontiff's swords.
    

    
      Because they are so secretive, no one knows their identity.
    

    
      The only ones who know are the Archpontiffs, the heads of each council.
    

    
      “I am under the orders of Archpontiff Sran. He told me to investigate Bishop Lutus’s back, as his actions seemed suspicious.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      There was no answer.
    

    
      But Rachel saw it.
    

    
      Loki's pupils trembled for a brief moment.
    

    
      Soon, those pupils were filled with displeasure and anger.
    

    
      “This arrogant bitch is pulling all sorts of shit because she wants to live. What? A judge? Investigating Bishop Lutus?”
    

    
      “The evidence is in my bosom.”
    

    
      “……!”
    

    
      He paused again.
    

    
      Loki's eyes were darting here and there, his expression lost in conflict.
    

    
      “Think about it, Loki. Isn't it strange? Why did he have to drag me all the way here for you to torture me? It would have been a piece of cake if he had just left it to the Death Council.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “With their sorcery, they would have been able to find out not only the location of Shadow, but also how many people I've slept with. Why did you have to waste your energy torturing me?”
    

    
      “That is…… because the information would be shared with the Death Council. That's why I don't like it.”
    

    
      He was right.
    

    
      But Rachel was not stupid enough to admit that in this situation.
    

    
      She pressed Loki even more.
    

    
      “Is that really so?”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “Bishop Lutus is a meticulous man. But after spending a long time as his daughter and investigating him, I was able to catch his tail a while ago. That data is inside me. What did he say he would do with me after extracting the information about Shadow?”
    

    
      “Kill you……”
    

    
      “Huhu. Of course, he would. But…… it won't be too late to carry it out after you check the data in my bosom. Right?”
    

    
      Loki hesitated for a moment.
    

    
      But having heard this much, there was only one choice he could make.
    

    
      “Which side is it on?”
    

    
      “Right breast, inner pocket.”
    

    
      The data that came out of there was the evidence that Rachel had obtained to give to Gerard.
    

    
      In the hideout guarded by Jack of the Sawtooth, Lutus had been secretly communicating with someone.
    

    
      That communication record and coordinates were now in Loki's hand.
    

    
      “……Where did you find this, you bitch?”
    

    
      Loki asked, his expression heavy as he read through the long communication record.
    

    
      “Mount Kretan.”
    

    
      “The central mountain range.”
    

    
      “What. You know something too?”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      Although he didn't answer, Rachel, who had noticed something from Loki's reaction, cheered inwardly.
    

    
      “But what about this? Can you prove Bishop Lutus's act of betrayal with this?”
    

    
      “There are the coordinates of the other party in the communication there. If you trace those coordinates, you can find out who he was communicating with.”
    

    
      “Who did he do it with?”
    

    
      “How would I know? I was caught right before I could find out. I’ll probably be dead at your hands in a little while.”
    

    
      Rachel continued to speak.
    

    
      “Now you know, right? Why Bishop Lutus didn't leave the work to the Death Council. He doesn't dislike sharing information with the Death Council and Shadow. He's afraid that his secret will be revealed. That's why he entrusted the torture to you.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “Now. It’s time for you to choose, Loki.”
    

    
      Are you a cleric of the cult?
    

    
      Or are you a dog that follows a betrayer?
    

    
      At Rachel's low and clear question, Loki looked back and forth between the data in his hand and her face.
    

    
      After contemplating for a few minutes.
    

    
      He finally seemed to have made up his mind and opened his mouth with a curse, ‘Damn it’.
    

    
      “Wait a minute.”
    

    
      “What? Why?”
    

    
      “I have to trace the coordinates. It'll be over soon.”
    

    
      Loki strode over to the communication device on the table, turned on the power, and soon contacted someone.
    

    
      “Well, alright.”
    

    
      Although she answered leisurely, Rachel was also nervous on the inside and swallowed hard.
    

    
      ‘What if it's not a big deal?’
    

    
      From the circumstances, there was a high probability that it was the Frey Royal Empire.
    

    
      However, it was literally a guess based on the circumstances.
    

    
      Since she hadn't checked the location of those coordinates herself, if it turned out to be somewhere else, there would be no situation more disastrous than that.
    

    
      ‘Please.’
    

    
      It was when she was looking at Loki's communication with trembling eyes.
    

    
      “Did you find out?”
    

    
      [Yes. As a result of tracing the coordinates you gave me, the location is…….]
    

    
      The answer from the other side of the terminal.
    

    
      Immediately after, the communication post was engulfed in a heavy silence for a moment.
    

    
      [High Cleric? What's wrong?]
    

    
      “It’s nothing. W-where did you say it was?”
    

    
      [It is the Frey Royal Empire’s royal palace.]
    

    
      “Alright. Thank you.”
    

    
      Loki put down the terminal.
    

    
      A grinding sound came from his jaw, the sound of his molars breaking.
    

    
      He had clenched it so tightly that the metal terminal was half bent.
    

    
      ‘Lutus. This betraying bastard…….’
    

    
      Loki, who had suppressed his anger with a deep breath, hurriedly contacted another place.
    

    
      Above all, it was a priority to report this grave fact to the other bishops.
    

    
      Just then, Rachel called him from behind.
    

    
      “Hey! What are you doing? Untie me quickly!”
    

    
      “Shut up.”
    

    
      “……What? I believe I told you? I am a judge under the orders of Archpontiff Sran. Show some respect!”
    

    
      “That's something we don't know yet. I'll find out, so just wait quietly…… hmm?”
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      Whoosh!
    

    
      A suddenly soaring flame swallowed the communication device.
    

    
      It was when the startled Loki hurriedly took off his robe and was about to put out the flames.
    

    
      “What is this all of a sud…… Keoheok!”
    

    
      A sword that had popped out from the side pierced his throat.
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      Rachel stared at the scene unfolding before her with a dazed expression.
    

    
      The entire table had suddenly been engulfed in a huge flame.
    

    
      Of course, Loki had tried to put out the flames, and just then, a sword that had popped out of nowhere pierced his neck.
    

    
      ‘What?’
    

    
      Rachel hurriedly stared at the point where the sword had popped out.
    

    
      A deep shadow created by the crimson firelight.
    

    
      The sword was sticking out from within that shadow.
    

    
      Thump!
    

    
      As the sword was pulled out, Loki, who had collapsed weakly on the floor, coughed up blood a few times and then died.
    

    
      It was a futile death, hard to believe it was the end of one of the top-ranking High Clerics in the Darkness Council.
    

    
      The time it took for the flames to rise and Loki to die was only a few seconds.
    

    
      ‘I don’t know who it is, but that’s some fearsome skill.’
    

    
      Rachel glared at the shadow flickering along with the flames with a tense gaze.
    

    
      But she immediately relaxed her expression.
    

    
      “……Ah!”
    

    
      A man who had popped out from within the shadow.
    

    
      As he took off his mask, a familiar face appeared.
    

    
      “I’m glad you’re alright, Rachel.”
    

    
      “Luis!”
    

    
      He was Luis, who had come to find Rachel on Gerard's orders.
    

    
      “You’re more capable than I thought, huh? How on earth did you find me?”
    

    
      “I was lucky.”
    

    
      And so, Luis shook the artifact on his finger, the ‘Tracker’s Seal’.
    

    
      Rachel was about to burst out laughing in relief, but upon seeing the still blazing table, she hurriedly shouted.
    

    
      “Hey, hey, hey, Luis! Put out the fire!”
    

    
      On top of it was the data of Bishop Lutus that she had painstakingly obtained.
    

    
      She couldn't let it burn to a handful of ash.
    

    
      However, the flames were instantly suppressed with a single wave of Luis's hand.
    

    
      No.
    

    
      To be precise, it would be more correct to say that it had disappeared like a mirage.
    

    
      “Huh, what?”
    

    
      “It's an imitation. It's a fake flame that I made.”
    

    
      “But it was definitely hot.”
    

    
      “It’s an illusion you instinctively feel when you see a fire.”
    

    
      It was true.
    

    
      Nothing had changed on the table from before the flames had risen.
    

    
      There were no signs of a fire anywhere.
    

    
      Rachel looked at Luis with new eyes.
    

    
      She, who hadn't seen the fight with Dorian at the Ladrier Hotel, had inwardly thought of Luis as just a ‘butler’ who handled the guild's internal affairs.
    

    
      But looking at that vision just now, it seems she was mistaken.
    

    
      ‘The thieves of Shadow all have a knack for surprising people. Then that one-eyed man must also have some great ability.’
    

    
      There was a high probability of that.
    

    
      Looking at how the Skull Mask treated the two of them, it seemed like he was being rough, but underneath, she could feel a solid trust that would never be broken.
    

    
      Rachel looked at Luis, who was approaching her and cutting the ropes, with envious eyes.
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      “Not at all.”
    

    
      “But what should I do? I don't think I can help you guys anymore. As you can see, I've found out. Huhu. I'm sorry.”
    

    
      Luis, who looked down at the bitterly smiling Rachel, shook his head.
    

    
      “Not at all. You were helping us without any compensation in the first place, weren't you? You've done more than enough.”
    

    
      “Really? Do you think that person? The Skull Mask, will you think so too?”
    

    
      “Of course. On behalf of the Master, I express my sincere gratitude.”
    

    
      Rachel winked and smiled.
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      In fact, it wasn't without compensation.
    

    
      Why would she not have something she wanted from Shadow?
    

    
      To be precise, from the Skull Mask.
    

    
      She had something she wanted from him.
    

    
      ‘The life of Bishop Lutus.’
    

    
      The skill verification had ended long ago.
    

    
      If it was the Skull Mask and Shadow, they would perfectly erase Bishop Lutus.
    

    
      The reason she hadn't brought up the request until now.
    

    
      That was because…….
    

    
      ‘When that request is over, this relationship is over too.’
    

    
      Because there was no other pretext, she had been dragging it out.
    

    
      But now, it could no longer be postponed.
    

    
      “Still, I’m glad.”
    

    
      Rachel, who had been freed from her bonds, approached the table, rotating her wrists.
    

    
      “I’ve managed to get all the necessary information at the end. Here, take it.”
    

    
      “What is this?”
    

    
      “The payment I promised him.”
    

    
      “Payment? You mean the request regarding Bishop Lutus?”
    

    
      “You knew?”
    

    
      “Yes. But why are you giving it to me now? We haven't even formally signed a contract yet.”
    

    
      Looking at Luis, who was about to return it immediately without even thinking of opening it, Rachel laughed out loud.
    

    
      “Really. You must be the only thief who cares about principles.”
    

    
      “Rachel.”
    

    
      “No. Take it. It’s a down payment.”
    

    
      “That’s not it. Are you perhaps going to the Academy?”
    

    
      Luis blocked Rachel's path as she was about to leave.
    

    
      “My sister is alive.”
    

    
      “I know. And I also know that the demon in her body has awakened.”
    

    
      “So the Skull Mask is there.”
    

    
      Luis nodded his head with a heavy face.
    

    
      At that, Rachel's expression also froze.
    

    
      It was the situation she had wanted to avoid the most.
    

    
      “……I have to go.”
    

    
      “You can’t.”
    

    
      “She’s my sister.”
    

    
      “She might have been in the past, but now she's a demon.”
    

    
      In an instant, Rachel's eyes flashed sharply.
    

    
      She threw a punch in a surprise attack.
    

    
      As if he had known in advance, Luis lightly dodged it, and Rachel did not miss that gap and, putting momentum into her body, kicked the ground hard.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      Clank!
    

    
      A chain that had already tied her ankle put a restriction on her leap.
    

    
      At the sudden braking, Rachel, who had just jumped, had to be thrown back down to the ground.
    

    
      Tadak!
    

    
      Rachel, who had landed on the floor, looked at the chain holding her ankle and frowned deeply.
    

    
      “Damn it…… Luis, you…… when did you chain me!”
    

    
      “I was prepared for this. I’m sorry.”
    

    
      The chain was an imitation made using the cut rope.
    

    
      “I don't want to fight you, Rachel. Please stay still until the situation is over.”
    

    
      “Then you’re telling me to just watch until my sister dies, you crazy bastard!? I have to go! I have to go to my sister!”
    

    
      Luis shook his head as if he had no choice.
    

    
      “Huu. Then I have no choice……”
    

    
      And so, to completely subdue Rachel, Luis approached her.
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      Piiing──!
    

    
      At an unknown dizziness, Luis grabbed his head and stopped walking.
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      What?
    

    
      Luis lifted his head.
    

    
      Before he knew it, the surroundings were filled with a hazy fog.
    

    
      And the color of that fog was made up of pink, green, and blue.
    

    
      ‘A mental attack…….’
    

    
      “When on earth……”
    

    
      “I couldn't help it either.”
    

    
      In his fading vision, the bitterly smiling Rachel came into view.
    

    
      Thump!
    

    
      And so, Luis collapsed.
    

    
      Normally, Luis would not have been defeated so easily.
    

    
      However, whether it was due to the influence of Lilith's resurrection, Rachel's seduction was exhibiting a more subtle and powerful force than before.
    

    
      Perhaps because of that, Rachel's expression was darker than ever.
    

    
      The thought that she had to get to the Academy quickly filled her head.
    

    
      The thick chain that had been tying her ankle had turned back into the original rope as Luis had fainted and the imitation art was released.
    

    
      After cutting the rope with her black sword, Rachel immediately threw her body in the direction of the Academy.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      The Academy party, who had passed through the Evil Earth created by Lilith.
    

    
      Professor Ilai explained the situation to the cadets who still did not know the details of what was going on, and the cadets who heard it all let out a sigh of relief.
    

    
      “Thank god. It wasn't Rachel.”
    

    
      “I knew it. What kind of a serial killer is that idiot?”
    

    
      A faint smile appeared on the party's faces.
    

    
      Because they could feel the heart of Karina, who was worried about Rachel even as she spoke so bluntly.
    

    
      “Then where on earth is Rachel?”
    

    
      “I know, right. I don’t remember seeing her on campus recently.”
    

    
      “Me neither.”
    

    
      “Hmm. Could something have happened to her?”
    

    
      At Gwyn's words, Karina shouted.
    

    
      “Damn it, you moron! Are you trying to jinx it?”
    

    
      “I was just talking about the possibility.”
    

    
      “I don’t need such possibilities. Is she the type of kid to get into trouble? Huh?”
    

    
      Gwyn nodded his head.
    

    
      That was right.
    

    
      They, who had been on several off-campus activities with Rachel, knew her abilities best.
    

    
      Swordsmanship skills that were not inferior to their own, who belonged to the top of the year's rankings.
    

    
      “Honestly, it’s to the point where I can't understand why her entrance ranking was so low.”
    

    
      “What's there not to understand? It's because she's an idiot.”
    

    
      “An idiot?”
    

    
      “When I asked her, she said she had no ambition for grades. She said all she needed was a certificate of completion. So of course she's an idiot. An idiot who's letting her abilities rot.”
    

    
      Karina clicks her tongue with a 'tsk'.
    

    
      To even know such a story, it must have been that the two of them were quite close, unlike how they looked.
    

    
      “It might be a blessing in disguise that Rachel is not at the Academy.”
    

    
      “What? Why?”
    

    
      “You just heard. That the demon is Rachel's only sister. And we are now……”
    

    
      Ivan, unable to finish his words.
    

    
      At the same time, the atmosphere of the group sank in an instant.
    

    
      That's right.
    

    
      They had come to resolve this incident, and to do that, they had to catch the culprit, the demon.
    

    
      And the demon was Rachel's sister, Reina.
    

    
      In other words, they were currently on their way to kill Reina.
    

    
      Would Rachel just stand by and watch?
    

    
      “Ahem. By the way, I wonder if Gerard-sunbaenim is okay.”
    

    
      Gwyn changed the subject to lighten the mood.
    

    
      “That person must be the same, I guess. In fact, I'm less worried about that person than Rachel.”
    

    
      “But unlike what you’re saying, your expression is rapidly darkening. Are you worried about Gerard-sunbaenim?”
    

    
      “Ah, you just shut…… sigh. Never mind.”
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      Yuria, who had been walking silently until now, suddenly quickened her pace and headed to the front.
    

    
      So the rest of the people stared at her back.
    

    
      Because at the very front of the line she was heading to was the Skull Mask.
    

    
      Was she really going to talk to him?
    

    
      The prediction was exactly right.
    

    
      “Excuse me, Skull Mask. I have something to ask.”
    

    
      The Skull Mask answered without even giving her a glance.
    

    
      “It’s Jack.”
    

    
      “……Pardon?”
    

    
      “Don't call me Skull Mask. Call me Jack.”
    

    
      Yuria blinked her eyes and then nodded her head.
    

    
      “Okay. Jack. I have something to ask. Can you answer me?”
    

    
      Only then did he turn his head and stare at Yuria.
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      At the same time, a sharp gaze hidden within his friendly eyes swept over Yuria's entire body.
    

    
      Yuria instinctively flinched.
    

    
      However, she didn't feel strangely nervous or anxious.
    

    
      As expected, a not unfamiliar feeling.
    

    
      Therefore, Yuria did not avoid his gaze and, looking straight back at him, asked what she was curious about.
    

    
      “I heard that Lilith’s power only works on men. Then what exactly happens to the men who fall for that seduction?”
    

    
      Jack stared at her as if to see through her intentions and then opened his mouth.
    

    
      “They become Lilith's dogs.”
    

    
      “Dogs?”
    

    
      “Right. Faithful dogs. A loyal dog that blindly looks only at Lilith, craves her love, and does anything for her.”
    

    
      “Then does that mean they won't recognize us?”
    

    
      “No, they do recognize us. They just prioritize the orders of their beloved master.”
    

    
      Jack's gaze turned to the front.
    

    
      Beyond Lilith's pollen fog.
    

    
      “You'll probably be able to face them soon enough. Your friends, who will attack you while shedding tears of apology.”
    

    
      “……!”
    

    
      The group's expressions hardened in an instant.
    

    
      What?
    

    
      Do they recognize them?
    

    
      So they'll attack while crying out of apology?
    

    
      It was a horrific scene just to imagine.
    

    
      But they couldn't fight them with all their might, because those who were seduced were literally just victims of a mental attack called seduction, so there was hope that they could be turned back at any time.
    

    
      But paradoxically, because of that hope, they couldn't fight them properly.
    

    
      “That is the terror of Lilith.”
    

    
      A disadvantageous fight for them in many ways.
    

    
      If a battle were to actually break out, what should they do?
    

    
      And.
    

    
      ‘If sunbae was caught…….’
    

    
      As the worst-case scenario came to her mind, the corners of Yuria's eyes trembled.
    

    
      Her fists clenched tightly.
    

    
      The only fortunate thing was that although a considerable amount of time had passed since they had entered the school, whether it was good luck or not, they had not yet encountered anyone who had been seduced.
    

    
      In fact, this was because Gerard, who was in front, was using [Detection] and avoiding clashes as much as possible, but of course, the group was unaware of Gerard's efforts.
    

    
      “What do I have to do to break the seduction?”
    

    
      “Of course, you have to eliminate the source. The demon.”
    

    
      “Is there no other way?”
    

    
      The Skull Mask shook his head.
    

    
      In fact, there was one more way.
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      “Hmm? Isn’t it a bit noisy outside?”
    

    
      It was a late afternoon, no different from usual.
    

    
      The waning summer sun was not hot, but warm, and the school was slightly lively, perhaps because it was almost dinner time.
    

    
      “Indeed. It must be another clash between the department professors. Pay it no mind.”
    

    
      This was also a frequent occurrence.
    

    
      Although less than during the semester, even during the vacation period, there were professors who came to work for personal matters.
    

    
      And the Psychology and Martial Arts Department professors who met like that would not just pass each other by, but would engage in childish verbal sparring, which was like an occasional event.
    

    
      “Still, it seems a bit more severe this time, don’t you think?”
    

    
      “Is that so?”
    

    
      “I will go and stop them. Hahaha.”
    

    
      Chaser Idna, who stood up with an accustomed eye smile.
    

    
      Although from a noble family and the Central Royal Knights, Chaser Idna, who did not dwell on ideological or philosophical conflicts, had always mediated between the two groups whenever such a clash occurred.
    

    
      It was the same this time.
    

    
      Chaser Idna left the Vice-Dean’s office to stop the friction.
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      The Vice-Dean, left alone.
    

    
      He hadn’t thought deeply about it until then.
    

    
      Because it was just an ordinary day, no different from usual.
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      But he began to feel that something was strange after about 10 minutes had passed since Chaser had left the Vice-Dean’s office.
    

    
      ‘Strange. The commotion should have died down by now.’
    

    
      It was still noisy outside.
    

    
      Even though Chaser had gone.
    

    
      No, the feeling that the commotion had actually gotten bigger than before was surely not just a delusion.
    

    
      ……An unreadable sense of foreboding flows down his spine.
    

    
      It was when he was about to get up to check immediately.
    

    
      With a thumping sound, the door was thrown open, and the person who came in was none other than the Guard Captain.
    

    
      “Vice-Dean! We have a big problem!”
    

    
      “What on earth is all this commotion about?”
    

    
      “The cadets are going crazy! And the professors too……”
    

    
      The Vice-Dean wondered what he was talking about.
    

    
      The cadets are going crazy?
    

    
      And the professors too?
    

    
      He wondered if he was joking, but the Guard Captain he knew was not the type of person to throw around empty jokes.
    

    
      “Let’s go out first! You’ll understand the situation when you see it!”
    

    
      He was right.
    

    
      It was pandemonium.
    

    
      When he went down to the first floor, the cadets were fighting among themselves.
    

    
      Fights that far surpassed the level of simple emotional brawls, where they were hitting and being hit with their bare hands, were breaking out everywhere.
    

    
      Even among them were professors.
    

    
      “Wh-what is this……”
    

    
      It was when the Vice-Dean was in a state of confusion at the sight that was beyond common sense.
    

    
      A professor, whose eyes seemed to have gone somewhere else and was swinging his sword randomly, spotted the Vice-Dean and shouted.
    

    
      “Oh? There he is! Vice-Dean Karad is over there!”
    

    
      At the same time, all eyes on the first floor turned to the Vice-Dean at once.
    

    
      A short silence.
    

    
      What happened after was shock and horror.
    

    
      “Wuaaaak! Get him! Get him!”
    

    
      “He’s mine!”
    

    
      “Shut up, you son of a bitch! I’m going to monopolize the master’s love! Uh-hee-hee-hee!”
    

    
      And.
    

    
      The sound of laughter from behind.
    

    
      “I’m sorry, Vice-Dean. Kick……”
    

    
      The sight that came into the Vice-Dean's eyes as he turned his head was the figure of the Guard Captain, drawing his sword with a face full of desire.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      “Is there no other way?”
    

    
      At Yuria's question, I shook my head.
    

    
      Two years ago, in the battle of the Ludwig Plains, the war hero Ilai Dain, who had saved countless lives with her powerful holy magic and received the title of the Saintess of Ludwig.
    

    
      A cleric who believed in the Lord, Max Obje, she possessed a stronger divine power than most bishops, and she was currently the only shield in Icata that could block Lilith's seduction.
    

    
      Therefore, now that they were on the verge of exorcising Lilith, her importance could not be overemphasized.
    

    
      The protagonist, Ivan, and Section Chief Baron, who was looking at the Master level with his outstanding swordsmanship.
    

    
      Honestly, I could assert that Professor Ilai was more important than the two of them combined at the moment.
    

    
      ‘But even she can’t turn back someone who has already been seduced.’
    

    
      Blocking a mental attack and purifying a contamination were clearly different problems.
    

    
      To purify Lilith's demonic aura, which had already encroached on the mind, a primitive and pure power was needed.
    

    
      ‘So what’s needed is the Saint’s Catalyst.’
    

    
      And I already have that.
    

    
      All the preparations needed for the Lilith extermination battle had been completed long ago.
    

    
      “Don't tell me there isn't?”
    

    
      Just then, Yuria asked again.
    

    
      Her face had already turned completely pale, and it seemed as if she would burst into tears if someone just touched her, but she seemed to have misunderstood my silent shaking of my head.
    

    
      So I opened my mouth directly to correct her misunderstanding.
    

    
      “No, there is.”
    

    
      “R-really?”
    

    
      Her expression, which had been so dark, brightened as if nothing had happened.
    

    
      “……Right.”
    

    
      Immediately after, I turned my head and, without anyone knowing, let out a deep breath.
    

    
      That was, just now, so damn dangerous.
    

    
      At Yuria's sudden change of expression, I almost burst out laughing.
    

    
      My carefully crafted dignity as the Master of Shadow was almost shattered in an instant.
    

    
      ‘I should avoid talking to Yuria as much as possible. She’s so comfortable that problems that don’t even exist will arise.’
    

    
      I reminded myself to be careful again and looked around.
    

    
      Before I knew it, the group had come close to me.
    

    
      Because they were curious about what the item that purifies the demon's seduction was.
    

    
      I needed to talk about this anyway.
    

    
      So I took the Saint's Catalyst out of my bosom.
    

    
      As I removed the paper that was wrapping it, Professor Ilai, who had recognized its identity first, hardened her expression.
    

    
      “H-how did you get that……?”
    

    
      “I stole it.”
    

    
      At my attitude, as if asking something so obvious, Professor Ilai was at a loss for words for a moment.
    

    
      “……You’re shameless. Who doesn’t know that and is asking?”
    

    
      “I thought you were asking because you didn’t know.”
    

    
      “What is that small stone?”
    

    
      It was Karina's question from the side.
    

    
      Professor Ilai, who had bitten her lip, explained it as concisely as possible.
    

    
      “The relics of the past Archpontiffs.”
    

    
      It was an extremely concise summary, but the explanation seemed to be sufficient.
    

    
      Because everyone in the group, including Section Chief Baron, was looking at me as if they were going to kill me.
    

    
      “To insult a saint who has entered eternal rest…… you vile grave robber!”
    

    
      Gwyn, the most gentlemanly of gentlemen, grabbed the hilt of his sword and even half-drew it.
    

    
      I had roughly expected this kind of reaction, so I was rather indifferent.
    

    
      “Then what were you planning to do when you met the seduced people? Were you planning on killing them?”
    

    
      “We can just avoid them and go!”
    

    
      “Avoid them? For how long?”
    

    
      “Huh? Th-that is……”
    

    
      Karina stutters.
    

    
      I let out a small laugh.
    

    
      “You seem to be seriously mistaken because I’ve been avoiding them, but the ones swarming around us and all over this campus are all people who have fallen for Lilith’s seduction. And all of them are your friends, seniors, and your fellow faculty members. Do you think you can break through them and reach the demon just by avoiding them?”
    

    
      At my question, everyone in the group became as mute as if they had eaten honey.
    

    
      I swept my gaze over their faces once and then, looking at Professor Ilai last, I said.
    

    
      “I didn't steal the saint's remains because I wanted to. It was solely to exorcise the demon.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “If you still want to hold me accountable, please do so after the demon is exorcised and everything is over.”
    

    
      Professor Ilai couldn't answer.
    

    
      Because his unspoken words had reached her ears.
    

    
      [The Saint’s Catalyst is absolutely necessary to defeat the demon, and using it is a decision that only I, a thief, can make.]
    

    
      [I will bear the weight of the sin of blaspheming the faith. So you just pretend you don’t know.]
    

    
      So Professor Ilai just stared at the floor silently.
    

    
      ‘You coward, Ilai Dain. And you can still call yourself a pure cleric?’
    

    
      She was so ashamed of herself that she couldn't lift her head.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      It seemed it was time to tell them my plan, so I stopped at a suitable place and looked at the group.
    

    
      “As you all know, our final goal is to exorcise Lilith. But the Academy grounds are vast, and we don't have enough time to find her.”
    

    
      “If we use the artifact you have, we should be able to find Lilith easily.”
    

    
      It was Ivan.
    

    
      “I’m talking about the ‘Tracker’s Seal’. The one you stole from me.”
    

    
      I wasn't so dense as to not feel the thorn hidden in his tone.
    

    
      I can feel the pure hatred for a villain and the anger for having stolen the gift Pirion had given him in his gaze as he looks at me.
    

    
      You little shit.
    

    
      He doesn't even know that I saved him back then.
    

    
      He doesn't know that the Tracker's Seal was a cheap price to pay for his life.
    

    
      “I don't have it.”
    

    
      “Are you trying to deny it?”
    

    
      Deny it?
    

    
      I have nothing to be afraid of, so why would I.
    

    
      “Does it look like it?”
    

    
      At my question, Ivan just stared at me without answering.
    

    
      The ‘Tracker’s Seal’ required the biological information of the target to be tracked, but we had never even seen a single strand of Reina’s hair.
    

    
      Ivan wouldn't know that, so it seemed he had asked simply to confirm whether I was the culprit who had stolen the seal.
    

    
      “Let me continue. I have no artifact, no way to find Lilith, and we have no time. Because even at this moment, Lilith's influence will continue to grow.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “So we are going to the Vault.”
    

    
      Just then, Section Chief Baron asked.
    

    
      “Hmm? The Vault? Why there of all places?”
    

    
      To explain that reason, it was necessary to first explain Lilith's purpose.
    

    
      The reason why the Beltus Cult, which worships demons, is trying to destroy the Academy.
    

    
      And the reason why the demons are after this place, Frey Heroes Academy.
    

    
      The reason is because of the legacy of the great hero, Aidan Frey, which is preserved in the basement of this place.
    

    
      The predecessor of Frey Heroes Academy was the Aidan Grand Temple.
    

    
      Following the will of Aidan Frey, who said, ‘Darkness is always waiting for an opportunity, so we must be prepared,’ the royal empire established an institution to train heroes in the Aidan Grand Temple, and that is today's Academy.
    

    
      So in the basement of the main building, there is the Aidan Grand Temple, but of course, the path leading down to it is tightly hidden, and the only two people in the Academy who know the way are the Dean and the Vice-Dean.
    

    
      “So you’re saying that right now, Lilith is after the Dean and the Vice-Dean to enter the hero’s temple. Is that it?”
    

    
      “That’s right. To be precise, she’ll be looking for Vice-Dean Karad first. Since Dean Bell Toro is currently away.”
    

    
      “How on earth do you know such information?”
    

    
      Section Chief Baron asks with a dumbfounded face.
    

    
      “If you haven’t forgotten who I am, that seems like a rather foolish question.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “Anyway, we have to make contact with the Vice-Dean before Lilith finds him. By now, the main building and other major buildings have probably already fallen into Lilith's hands, so if the Vice-Dean has safely escaped, he will be hiding in the Vault. Because that's the safest place right now.”
    

    
      In the landscaped forest surrounding the Vault, there were various traps and magic formulas laid out.
    

    
      In the current state of confusion, there was no more suitable place to hide.
    

    
      In fact, in the original work, after the event broke out and the main building was breached, the next refuge that Karad chose was the Vault.
    

    
      ‘I hope nothing has happened.’
    

    
      The variable was, of course, the mainstream story that had changed so much.
    

    
      The fact that Section Chief Baron, who should have been a mid-boss, was here with us was, in a way, one of the variables.
    

    
      ‘If he's not there, I'll have to assume he was caught by Lilith and run to the main building.’
    

    
      I had to stop Lilith from entering the underground temple at all costs.
    

    
      Because it wasn't just Aidan Frey's legacy there.
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      Two people were running through a dense forest path.
    

    
      They were an old man and a woman.
    

    
      The old man was quite tall, and through his roughly torn shirt, thick and tough muscles were constantly writhing as if he had taken good care of his body.
    

    
      The one closely following him was a cold-looking woman with her long hair tied back tightly, and her attire was not much different from the old man running in front.
    

    
      Her clothes, torn and cut here and there, were fluttering crazily in the wind.
    

    
      The names of the two were Karad and Rodrig Elna.
    

    
      They held the positions of Vice-Dean and Head of Personnel at the Academy, respectively.
    

    
      The two of them had escaped to this place after breaking through the inexplicable riot that had suddenly broken out in the main building.
    

    
      No.
    

    
      Come to think of it, there was one more person.
    

    
      “Heuk. D-damn it.”
    

    
      A shadow squirmed behind Karad's back.
    

    
      A small woman was being carried on his back.
    

    
      She lifted her head, letting out a small groan and a curse.
    

    
      As she regained consciousness, Karad slowed down his running speed.
    

    
      “Professor Ronica! Are you awake?”
    

    
      “Yes. Keuu……”
    

    
      “Your body? Are you alright?”
    

    
      “No. I honestly feel like I’m going to die.”
    

    
      It was a very negative answer, but Karad let out a sigh of relief and smiled.
    

    
      Seeing that she had the energy to joke, it seemed she wasn't seriously injured.
    

    
      ‘That’s a relief. A real relief.’
    

    
      The destination, the Vault, was also getting close.
    

    
      It could be said that the urgent situation was somewhat over.
    

    
      So Karad once again recalled the pandemonium from just before.
    

    
      The Guard Captain's surprise attack.
    

    
      The Vice-Dean had barely managed to dodge it, but it had taken him a considerable amount of time to recover from the mental shock.
    

    
      He had prided himself on having accumulated various insights and experiences throughout his life, but this was the first time something like this had happened.
    

    
      A collective riot of cadets and professors, and the betrayal of the Guard Captain.
    

    
      It was as if half of humanity had gone mad.
    

    
      ‘……Wait. Mad?’
    

    
      Karad scanned his surroundings again and soon figured out what was going on.
    

    
      A large-scale mental attack.
    

    
      ‘But a mental attack of this scale…… what a fearsome person.’
    

    
      He couldn't easily guess the identity, but he could guess the extent of their strength.
    

    
      “Get a grip, Sir Valoma. It’s me, Karad!”
    

    
      “Huhu…… Karad or ketchup, whatever, shut up. Just tell me where the path to the temple is, old man. Huat!”
    

    
      The Guard Captain, Valoma Jacob, was an Expert-level senior swordsman and an outstanding soldier who had been through countless real battles.
    

    
      No matter how much Karad was a warrior who had once made a name for himself in the great desert, it was mentally and physically taxing to subdue such a Guard Captain without a single scratch.
    

    
      ‘It would be better if he were a villain…….’
    

    
      The Guard Captain had only temporarily lost his senses to someone.
    

    
      Because he knew that, he couldn't go all out.
    

    
      And this difficulty was not only felt by Karad, but also by the other faculty members who were protecting Karad, so of course, a proper battle formation could not be established in this state.
    

    
      “Push them all back!”
    

    
      “Karad is over there! Let's take him to the master!”
    

    
      “No! Block them!”
    

    
      “Get a grip, you bastards!”
    

    
      “Keuk! Pr-protect the Vice-Dean…… Uwaaak!”
    

    
      It was vacation, so not many professors had come to work at the main building.
    

    
      There were a few who remained, but even they could only fight passively, unable to point their swords at their own students and fellow professors.
    

    
      As a result, the line protecting Karad quickly crumbled, and the crowd aiming for Karad broke through the defensive wall and rushed in like a tidal wave.
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      “You son of a bitch! I told you to just let me catch you, so why is this old man so nim…… hmm?”
    

    
      The Guard Captain, who was getting angry at the swarming competitors, tilted his head for a moment.
    

    
      A huge amount of magic was gathering behind him.
    

    
      Immediately after.
    

    
      Kwaaang!
    

    
      A powerful explosion tore through the air, sending the Guard Captain's body flying and not content with that, the summoned wall of fire accurately separated Karad and the mentally unstable people.
    

    
      “Vice-Dean! Over here!”
    

    
      “Ooh. Professor Ronica?”
    

    
      “We’re here too!”
    

    
      There was the supervising professor who had used the magic, Ronica Jasmine and the Head of Personnel, Rodrig Elna.
    

    
      And Chaser Idna, who had been separated at first, was also with them.
    

    
      “I’m sorry, Vice-Dean. We were suddenly attacked……”
    

    
      Chaser's appearance, as he trailed off his words with a remorseful look, was already a mess.
    

    
      Karad shook his head.
    

    
      “No. More importantly, what happened?”
    

    
      Ronica hurriedly intervened.
    

    
      “Excuse me! Let’s get out of here first, shall we? That thing won’t last long and will soon go out…… Kyaak!”
    

    
      Ronica Jasmine, who screams without finishing her words.
    

    
      When he looked over in surprise, something long that had popped out of the wall of fire was piercing Ronica's right shoulder, which was holding the staff.
    

    
      “R-Ronica!”
    

    
      The startled Chaser hurriedly swings his sword, but.
    

    
      Kkaang!
    

    
      The hard and long awl was not even scratched, even when cut by Chaser's sword.
    

    
      Afterward, the awl, as if it had achieved its original purpose, shrinks at a high speed.
    

    
      Its identity was, surprisingly, a person's fingernail.
    

    
      It was Rachel.
    

    
      “……!”
    

    
      Before they knew it, the wall of fire that had been protecting them was gone, and Karad and the professors, who had recognized her, all widened their eyes.
    

    
      What was most surprising was the attitude of the men around her toward her.
    

    
      Guards, cadets, and professors, all the men were bowing their heads to her.
    

    
      ‘Don’t tell me the master is……?’
    

    
      The more it went on, the more it was a series of shocks.
    

    
      Especially Chaser, who even had the sword he was holding trembling.
    

    
      Because Rachel was a disciple he had been intensively guiding.
    

    
      “You…… you.”
    

    
      In shock, betrayal, and anger, Chaser even stuttered.
    

    
      But they couldn't just stand there in shock forever.
    

    
      “Kids. Will you go and bring that old man to me?”
    

    
      Rachel raised her hand and gave the order.
    

    
      Her finger was pointing exactly at Karad.
    

    
      “Aaaah. As the master wishes.”
    

    
      “I…… I will definitely offer that hu……man to my beloved ma-masteraaaah!”
    

    
      The attack began again.
    

    
      The first to move was Chaser.
    

    
      He stood tall in front of the crowd that was rushing in like a tidal wave and looked back at Karad.
    

    
      The two gazes meet for a brief moment.
    

    
      “Please take care of Ronica.”
    

    
      Karad, who nodded his head, lifted the limp Ronica and ran to the back door of the main building.
    

    
      The Head of Personnel, Rodrig, followed him, and Chaser, who was left behind, threw himself into the raging offensive.
    

    
      “Put me down.”
    

    
      Karad stopped his reminiscence at the voice he heard by his ear and looked at Ronica.
    

    
      “Will you be alright?”
    

    
      “Of course. It’s my shoulder that’s injured.”
    

    
      Ronica, who had been set down on the ground, lost her balance for a moment, but she steadied herself using her staff as a cane and looked around.
    

    
      “……Hmm? But I don’t see that person.”
    

    
      There was no one here who didn't know who the person she was referring to was.
    

    
      Karad looked away, and the answer came from the Head of Personnel, Rodrig.
    

    
      “Professor Chaser is in the main building.”
    

    
      “……Pardon? What did you say? Why. Why is that person still there?”
    

    
      “Because he stayed there. To let us escape.”
    

    
      It was an explanation of only two sentences, but Ronica was not stupid enough to not understand the before and after situation.
    

    
      Rodrig quickly blocked her as she turned around to go back to the main building.
    

    
      “Where are you going!”
    

    
      “Do you have to ask? I’m going to him!”
    

    
      “Are you crazy? Are you itching to die?”
    

    
      “You’re the crazy one, Unni! How. How could you just leave him there and run away──!!”
    

    
      Ronica, who had let out a cry, sat down on the floor and burst into tears.
    

    
      Karad and Rodrig sighed deeply as they looked at her.
    

    
      There was no one here who didn't know that the man named Chaser Idna was a special existence to Ronica, more than just a childhood friend.
    

    
      “Why are you crying?”
    

    
      Just then, a voice was heard from beyond the bushes.
    

    
      The three's eyes turned in the direction the voice came from.
    

    
      Especially Ronica's tear-filled pupils were dripping with anticipation and hope.
    

    
      Because that voice was perfectly identical to Chaser Idna's.
    

    
      Soon, with a rustling sound, someone appeared in the open lot where they were.
    

    
      And he opened his mouth with a friendly eye smile.
    

    
      “I have to say, you’re still an idiot. If you scream like that, all the enemies will know. What's the point of me going through all that trouble to evacuate you? Huh?”
    

    
      “Ch-Chaser?”
    

    
      “Yeah. It’s me, you idiot.”
    

    
      “Chaseeer!”
    

    
      Ronica, who had shot up, approached him, crying.
    

    
      But she was once again caught in Rodrig's firm grip.
    

    
      Aak, Ronica looked at Rodrig with a questioning look as she screamed, but the cold gaze in Rodrig's glasses was sharply scanning Chaser's attire.
    

    
      “You. Are you really Chaser?”
    

    
      “Pardon? Why are you saying such a disappointing thing? Of course, it’s me.”
    

    
      “But why are you so unharmed? And why have the corners of your mouth been twitching since before?”
    

    
      “Uh. Hmm. Well. It’s complicated to explain.”
    

    
      Chaser scratched the back of his head awkwardly.
    

    
      Then his expression suddenly changed.
    

    
      “……Because if I don't put strength in my cheeks, it becomes like this.”
    

    
      The saliva he had been holding back trickled down the side of his mouth.
    

    
      “Oh my.”
    

    
      “……He’s been caught.”
    

    
      Ronica in shock.
    

    
      Chaser giggled.
    

    
      “Hey. What’s with that dumbfounded face, Ronica? Did the world collapse or something? Huh? And what? Caught? You’re saying strange things. Is it a sin to fall in love?”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “Anyway, Ronica. You’re closer to me, right? I have to take the Vice-Dean to the master, so can you use some magic for me.”
    

    
      There was no way Ronica would listen to that.
    

    
      She gripped her staff tightly and glared at Chaser.
    

    
      “I’ll make you come to your senses.”
    

    
      “Hey. Tsk. This is no fun.”
    

    
      “Kehehe. See what I told you? I told you it was a useless effort.”
    

    
      The three turned their backs.
    

    
      The Guard Captain, who was smiling insidiously, was there.
    

    
      “I thought it would work. Ronica and I are quite close, you see. But well, I guess I was mistaken.”
    

    
      Chaser, who clicked his tongue with a 'tsk-', drew his artifact, the dual swords.
    

    
      “How foolish. There are no friends between a man and a woman. The only woman allowed in our hearts is the master.”
    

    
      “Haha. Then what about Ronica?”
    

    
      “What do you mean, what about her? We have to kill her.”
    

    
      Hmm, Chaser, who had been thinking for a moment, answered with a sweet eye smile.
    

    
      “Then let’s do that.”
    

    
      At the same time, his body moved like lightning.
    

    
      Chaser, who instantly crossed the space and attacked Ronica.
    

    
      The one who blocked him was the Head of Personnel, Rodrig.
    

    
      Rodrig, who had already taken out a large half-moon sword, faced his dual swordsmanship without dodging.
    

    
      Kwaang!
    

    
      In the meantime, Karad's fist and the Guard Captain, Valoma Jacob, collided.
    

    
      “Keum……”
    

    
      The Guard Captain let out a moan and retreated.
    

    
      Just by exchanging one blow, the difference in their skills was clearly revealed.
    

    
      Karad of the great desert.
    

    
      His body, who had been unrivaled among the desert mercenaries who had wandered the vast desert and been deployed in various tribal wars, was still as light and hard as a grain of sand, even after several years.
    

    
      But Karad's expression was not very good.
    

    
      It would take a considerable amount of time to subdue the Guard Captain without killing him, and he was not sure if Rodrig and Ronica could hold out against Chaser until then.
    

    
      Although Rodrig was also a warrior who had learned her family's swordsmanship, she was no match for Chaser, who was renowned as the next Central Royal Knights Commander.
    

    
      Moreover, Ronica was in a state where she was almost useless, with both her body and mind injured.
    

    
      Kwang!
    

    
      “Keuk!”
    

    
      In the end, Rodrig's groan was heard with a strong shockwave.
    

    
      “Head of Personnel Rodrig!”
    

    
      “We’re fine, so don’t worry about us……!”
    

    
      Rodrig stopped talking.
    

    
      Dealing with the magician first in a battle was the most basic of the basics in interpersonal combat.
    

    
      Chaser's sword, which had dug deep into the gap when she had been pushed back, was already piercing Ronica's chest.
    

    
      “……Ah.”
    

    
      Ronica stared blankly at Chaser, who was stabbing her, with her mouth open.
    

    
      “Senior……”
    

    
      Just then, a gentle breeze blew.
    

    
      It was the moment she thought she heard the chirping of a small mountain bird behind it.
    

    
      Kaaang──!
    

    
      Chaser's body, which had just been stabbing Ronica, was sent flying as if hit by something.
    

    
      And in that spot, in front of Ronica.
    

    
      A man in a robe, who had appeared out of nowhere, was standing there, holding a dark staff.
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      “Shh.”
    

    
      As soon as I arrived at the landscaped forest surrounding the Vault, what I heard with my heightened senses was a woman's voice.
    

    
      ‘Ronica Jasmine.’
    

    
      She was a woman, so she was naturally immune to Lilith's seduction.
    

    
      The fact that she was here meant that there was a high probability that the Vice-Dean was also with her.
    

    
      But perhaps because of the magic formula cast in the landscaped forest.
    

    
      Because the voice echoed from all directions, I couldn't pinpoint the exact location.
    

    
      So I summoned a Sylph.
    

    
      Jjororong!
    

    
      “I'm counting on you.”
    

    
      I sent the Sylph to find her, and I also led the group.
    

    
      Then, the sound of battle echoed.
    

    
      ……It was the Sylph.
    

    
      The Sylph was sharing the sound it was hearing with me.
    

    
      Due to our strong bond, I could feel without a doubt how urgent the situation there was, and I immediately turned my body and looked at Section Chief Baron.
    

    
      “Hmm? What's the matter?”
    

    
      Section Chief Baron, who saw my expression, asked.
    

    
      “I’ve found them.”
    

    
      “That's good. Is the Vice-Dean alright? Hurry. Guide us there.”
    

    
      I shook my head.
    

    
      “It's difficult because they’re in the middle of a battle.”
    

    
      “……What? A battle?”
    

    
      “I’ll go first. Sylph will guide you in my place.”
    

    
      After quickly finishing what I had to say, I used [Phase Shift] to switch places with the Sylph that was there.
    

    
      The surrounding scenery changed in an instant.
    

    
      When I opened my eyes to the intense light, what was in front of me was Chaser Idna, swinging his sword.
    

    
      ‘……!’
    

    
      [Spatial Leap], which moves a short distance, makes it possible to grasp the situation on the scene, but [Phase Shift], which can move a long distance, is difficult to do so due to the nature of the vision.
    

    
      So I usually make some preparations to be able to adapt to any situation and environment without being flustered.
    

    
      It was thanks to this that I was able to block the lightning-fast stab by swinging Raven.
    

    
      Kaaang──!
    

    
      Chaser Idna, whose eyes widened upon seeing me appear suddenly.
    

    
      He seemed very surprised, but in that short time, I was able to scan his condition and the surroundings.
    

    
      Cloudy pupils.
    

    
      Drool trickling from the corner of his mouth.
    

    
      And Ronica Jasmine behind me.
    

    
      The situation was clear, and I linked my magic in what was almost simultaneous speed.
    

    
      [Blade Wind]
    

    
      Because it was a wind attribute, which was faster than other attributes, the time it took to cast and deploy the magic was only 0.5 seconds.
    

    
      The summoned blade of wind sent Chaser flying back.
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      At my sudden appearance, the battle fell into a brief lull, and a quiet silence engulfed the scene.
    

    
      “……What’s with him? Do you know him?”
    

    
      At the question of the man with the full beard, Chaser frowned and shook his head.
    

    
      “I don't know. I've never seen his face before.”
    

    
      “An intruder?”
    

    
      “It seems so…….”
    

    
      Chaser's small, slanted eyes flashed sharply.
    

    
      His pupils were fixed on my Raven.
    

    
      “……For an intruder, he seems like a big shot.”
    

    
      “Hoo. Is that so? Kehehe!”
    

    
      The man with the full beard laughed heartily.
    

    
      “The appearance of the Skull Mask in this situation! This is getting very interesting!”
    

    
      ……So many words.
    

    
      Well, it was that kind of a combination.
    

    
      Chaser Idna is serious when he needs to be, but is usually frivolous and lighthearted, and that bearded man, the Guard Captain, is also talkative, unlike his appearance.
    

    
      ‘By the way, I didn’t know even Chaser Idna had been seduced by Lilith.’
    

    
      It was a different flow from the original work.
    

    
      Though that Guard Captain is the same.
    

    
      Did Chaser Idna get caught on this side instead of Section Chief Baron getting out?
    

    
      Even if that were the case, there was something that didn't quite sit right, but I decided to solve this situation first.
    

    
      “Rodri Elna.”
    

    
      I called out to the Head of Personnel, who was sitting on the floor.
    

    
      As soon as she realized I was the Skull Mask, she was guarding Professor Ronica and was wary of me.
    

    
      “There’s no need to be so wary. I’m on your side.”
    

    
      “……How can I believe that?”
    

    
      “Whether you want to believe it or not, you'll find out soon enough. For now.”
    

    
      I took out the Saint's Catalyst from my bosom and held it out.
    

    
      “Take this.”
    

    
      “I can't take something I don't know what it is.”
    

    
      Anyway, she's unnecessarily by the book.
    

    
      “To put it simply, it's a medicine that breaks the demon's seduction. After you help the Vice-Dean subdue the Guard Captain, feed it to him.”
    

    
      The two women's eyes wavered at the same time.
    

    
      I can see numerous emotions and conflicts.
    

    
      Is that really true?
    

    
      If it's true, how many are there?
    

    
      Is it right to use the only one on the Guard Captain?
    

    
      Chaser Idna…….
    

    
      I suppressed the dry laugh that was about to come out at their honest emotions and threw the catalyst to the Head of Personnel.
    

    
      She, who had caught it in a daze, looked up at me.
    

    
      “Don't think about useless things and hurry up and move. I have one more.”
    

    
      “Is that really true?”
    

    
      When I nodded, the Head of Personnel got up as if she had made up her mind.
    

    
      And she says to me.
    

    
      “Just hold on for a little. We'll be there to help you soon.”
    

    
      Hmm?
    

    
      Hold on?
    

    
      What?
    

    
      “And Ronica. You stay here and help this person, even if it's hard.”
    

    
      “Don't worry. I can do that much.”
    

    
      No.
    

    
      So, what am I supposed to be holding on to and what am I supposed to be helping with.
    

    
      But the Head of Personnel, Rodri, who had quickly said what she had to say, runs towards the Vice-Dean.
    

    
      ……I was just dumbfounded.
    

    
      ‘So, you think I'm going to get my ass kicked one-sidedly by Chaser?’
    

    
      It seemed that not only the Head of Personnel, but also Professor Ronica thought so.
    

    
      Ronica, who had come next to me, gripped her staff tightly and said.
    

    
      “Don't face him head-on. Our goal is to buy time. If we buy time, the two who have subdued the Guard Captain will come to help us.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “I'll do my best to help too.”
    

    
      Right.
    

    
      From their perspective, it's natural to think this way.
    

    
      Because Chaser Idna is a swordsmanship genius.
    

    
      In terms of wuxia, you could say he's the best among the next generation's rising stars.
    

    
      But it's not very grateful to hear that from someone who's bleeding profusely from a hole in their shoulder.
    

    
      Nor is it very reliable.
    

    
      “That's enough, so just watch.”
    

    
      “……Hmm?”
    

    
      “I said, just watch. Because you’ll be in the way.”
    

    
      I drew Raven from its staff.
    

    
      When I used [Telekinesis], the daggers that were stuck in the dagger sheath floated up.
    

    
      “A familiar sight.”
    

    
      Chaser said, as he walked towards me.
    

    
      Right.
    

    
      We had faced each other like this once before.
    

    
      Was it the last day of the final evaluation?
    

    
      “At that time, I was surprised that you used my technique, and I was flustered and missed you. But.”
    

    
      Chaser, whose small eyes flashed, raises the swords in both his hands and says.
    

    
      “This time will be different.”
    

    
      And he charged.
    

    
      The dual swords, which were swung quickly.
    

    
      Well, I admit it.
    

    
      I was definitely lucky then.
    

    
      Chaser, who had experienced what a battle with a thief was like, would not be careless anymore.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      I've changed a lot since then too.
    

    
      Kkaang!
    

    
      As the swords were exchanged, various emotions appeared in Chaser's eyes.
    

    
      The biggest emotion among them was, as expected, astonishment.
    

    
      He must have felt that the power in the sword had changed.
    

    
      He must also have felt that the speed and momentum of the sword swing had changed.
    

    
      But the most obvious change was the composition.
    

    
      The composition, which had been tense at that time, was now completely tilted.
    

    
      Pababa-bak!
    

    
      Chaser Idna, who was being pushed back like crazy.
    

    
      His eyes and both arms were moving frantically, parrying all of my sword strikes and the occasional shower of daggers.
    

    
      But that's all.
    

    
      Except for when he first attacked, he has not once taken the upper hand and aimed for an attack.
    

    
      My current level is 81.
    

    
      I've gone up by a whopping 15 compared to then.
    

    
      The war with the cult was a big part of it.
    

    
      The magical beast hunt I had stumbled upon while going to Karagas to ask for Carl's help had given me a lot of experience points, and the recent successful Royal Dream request was also lucrative.
    

    
      But most of all, catching the Skeleton Lord and Bishop Laitna was a huge jackpot.
    

    
      And so, I had grown rapidly in a short period of time.
    

    
      And I had broken through the 80-level range, which was enough to be called 'strong' in this 'Heroes of Frey' world.
    

    
      “This is……”
    

    
      In that moment, Chaser's momentum changed.
    

    
      I know what he's trying to do.
    

    
      ‘The great flower garden.’
    

    
      The ultimate skill that I had stolen before.
    

    
      But I had no intention of just standing by and watching this open lot be filled with dozens of blades.
    

    
      On the contrary, I was waiting.
    

    
      For the moment he was about to use the great flower garden.
    

    
      Raven's special ability, [Power Seizure], can take and use the opponent's technique, but it doesn't just have that advantage.
    

    
      Another advantage.
    

    
      That is,
    

    
      ‘By directly using the stolen vision, you can grasp its weakness.’
    

    
      The great flower garden is a technique that swings dual swords at high speed to unleash a shower of sword auras in the form of flower buds in all directions.
    

    
      But no matter how fast, there is a time difference in the creation of the flower buds, and so the defense of the side and rear is the weakest just before deployment.
    

    
      Before I knew it, the flower buds of aura were beginning to cover all directions.
    

    
      I, who had been waiting for that moment, used [Dagger Shift].
    

    
      The location I moved to was right next to Chaser.
    

    
      As I thrust Raven into the point where the dual swords were crossing, the great flower garden shatters into pieces with a brilliant halo of light.
    

    
      Jjaenggeurang!
    

    
      At the same time.
    

    
      “Now!”
    

    
      From among the scattering and falling petals, Clatter, who had come out of the subspace, revealed himself.
    

    
      Thwack!
    

    
      Clatter attacked Chaser as he was.
    

    
      Chaser, who had dropped both his swords at the unexpected surprise intrusion, suddenly entered into a wrestling match with Clatter.
    

    
      “Keuu!”
    

    
      But Clatter was an undead who had inherited the abilities of Magello, who had the best combat skills in Shadow's past.
    

    
      He might not know swordsmanship, but in terms of martial arts, Clatter had to be far superior, and after rolling on the floor a few times, Chaser's body was completely subdued by Clatter before he knew it.
    

    
      In that gap, I took out the Saint's Catalyst and put it in the struggling Chaser's mouth.
    

    
      A gulping Adam's apple.
    

    
      And then he lost consciousness.
    

    
      “He'll wake up soon.”
    

    
      Before I knew it, three people had come next to me.
    

    
      No.
    

    
      If you include the Guard Captain, who was slung over the Vice-Dean's shoulder, is it four?
    

    
      “Did you feed him too?”
    

    
      “If it’s that strange medicine you gave me, I did. He fainted as soon as he swallowed it.”
    

    
      “You’ve worked hard.”
    

    
      “……You’re the one who worked hard. Thank you for saving us.”
    

    
      The Vice-Dean bowed his head to me.
    

    
      The Head of Personnel next to him hurriedly stopped him, but the Vice-Dean waved his hand.
    

    
      “Whatever the intention, if you've been saved, you should properly express your gratitude.”
    

    
      The Vice-Dean laughed heartily.
    

    
      And belatedly, Section Chief Baron and the cadets arrived.
    

    
      “Vice-Dean!”
    

    
      “Oh! Baron!?”
    

    
      Now everyone was gathered in one place.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      It took less than 5 minutes for Professor Chaser and the Guard Captain to wake up.
    

    
      The Guard Captain woke up first, and then Chaser.
    

    
      After another special reunion.
    

    
      I gathered the people and finished the introduction and explanation of the situation.
    

    
      “So you’re saying this is all the work of a demon? And that demon is after the underground temple?”
    

    
      “In a nutshell, yes.”
    

    
      Hmm, the Vice-Dean's face darkens.
    

    
      “No. Don't tell me you're completely believing that thief's words, Vice-Dean?”
    

    
      “That's not it. However, I haven't forgotten that it's all thanks to that person that we're gathered like this. Sir Valoma.”
    

    
      “Keung.”
    

    
      The Guard Captain, who seemed to have nothing to say about that point, closed his mouth with a sullen expression.
    

    
      But he still glares at me with a look of displeasure, well.
    

    
      I understand.
    

    
      Because the one who has been most affected by my work since the beginning of the semester is that person, the captain of the guards.
    

    
      “You bastard. That face. Of course, it’s not your real face, is it?”
    

    
      “I don't know either.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “It's been a long time since I've looked in a mirror. Hmm. What could it be? My real face?”
    

    
      “Ugh. You annoying bastard!”
    

    
      I ignored the fuming Guard Captain and looked at the Vice-Dean.
    

    
      Come to think of it, there was a person who should be here but I hadn't seen him since before.
    

    
      “Where is the Department Head?”
    

    
      “Who do you mean? Do you mean Department Head Pirion? He is on leave. It’s a good thing.”
    

    
      No.
    

    
      Not that person.
    

    
      “The Head of the Psychology Department. I mean, Allen Desico.”
    

    
      I need that person's power to fight the Lilith battle.
    

    
      I thought he would naturally be here, so I wasn't worried…….
    

    
      “……Umm.”
    

    
      Seeing the Vice-Dean's expression darkening, I have a bad feeling.
    

    
      Hey.
    

    
      Hey, don't tell me.
    

    
      “I don't know about him either.”
    

    
      “I do.”
    

    
      The one who spoke was the Guard Captain, who had been fuming until now because he was sulking.
    

    
      And his next answer.
    

    
      I had no choice but to smack my forehead.
    

    
      “Department Head Allen had become a slave to the demon before me.”
    

    
      Right, you son of a bitch.
    

    
      There was no way the changed flow would be good for me.
    

    
      The changed mid-boss.
    

    
      Department Head Allen was taking the place of the absent Section Chief Baron.
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      The difficulty of the game 'Heroes of Frey' was definitely on the harder side, even for me who had enjoyed various games.
    

    
      However, I was a master of control who had conquered the local arcade.
    

    
      The bosses of 'Heroes of Frey' kneeled one by one to my sharp control and game sense, and the ones that showed complex patterns also raised the white flag to my persistent tenacity and grit.
    

    
      But this demon race was different.
    

    
      No matter how good my control was, and no matter how persistent my grit was, a boss battle with a demon required something more than that.
    

    
      Special conditions, like Professor Ilai or the Saint's Catalyst.
    

    
      Amazing control, a high level, or being decked out in artifacts were all useless.
    

    
      Lilith's ability to make all men her slaves, 'seduction', and her claw attacks, which were hard, sharp, and could even lengthen and shorten, were very threatening.
    

    
      But she had one more skill, and that was [Sweet Dream].
    

    
      This was more terrifying than seduction and claws.
    

    
      In a way, it could be called her ultimate move.
    

    
      This skill, which means a beautiful dream, is a skill that summons a sleeping fog on the ground and puts all living creatures in the vicinity to sleep.
    

    
      The problem is that the sleep is a fatal deep sleep that one never wakes from.
    

    
      This is not a curse or a mental attack, so 'Star's Blessing' or similar artifacts are useless.
    

    
      Of course, the Saint's Catalyst, which purifies seduction, is also useless.
    

    
      It can be blocked with a barrier, but it's temporary, and the only one who can use a huge barrier that can accommodate a large number of people is Professor Ilai.
    

    
      ‘But Professor Ilai has to keep praying, so she doesn’t have the luxury to cast a barrier.’
    

    
      A person who possesses a vision that can block Lilith's sleeping fog.
    

    
      No, a person who can not just block it, but neutralize it.
    

    
      There is only one such person in the school.
    

    
      Allen Desico.
    

    
      The best wind mage in the royal empire, who has reached the 6th Circle with wind-attribute magic, which has the weakest power among the attribute magics.
    

    
      Only that person could stop the fog of death.
    

    
      So I wasn't particularly worried.
    

    
      No matter how much of a thug-like personality and how willful Allen was, he wasn't so senseless as to interfere or find fault with exorcising a demon.
    

    
      His personality is strange, but his beliefs and skills are real.
    

    
      But what?
    

    
      Allen Desico has become a slave and is on the other side?
    

    
      ‘I’m screwed.’
    

    
      A brake was applied in a completely unexpected place.
    

    
      Right.
    

    
      Section Chief Baron is outside, and Professor Chaser was caught in the seduction, so why would Allen be fine.
    

    
      That person is also a man.
    

    
      Even if he's a 6th Circle Mage, he's not completely immune to Lilith's seduction.
    

    
      “Why are you suddenly like that?”
    

    
      The Vice-Dean asked as I stood still with a deeply frowning face.
    

    
      “Because Department Head Allen is on the other side.”
    

    
      “Indeed. Even if we have a way to break the seduction, the process of feeding him the catalyst will not be easy. Because he is a strong mage.”
    

    
      At that, the other people also expressed their agreement with dark faces.
    

    
      The reason why the wind attribute is looked down upon among the other attributes is because its power is the weakest.
    

    
      On top of that, its utility is also the lowest, so it was rarely used not only in battle but also in construction or daily life.
    

    
      If you had to pick one advantage, there was one.
    

    
      The casting speed is faster than other attributes.
    

    
      However, that is not a very attractive advantage for magicians.
    

    
      But Allen had reached the 6th Circle with such a wind attribute and he, who had become a Mage, began to make a name for himself from then on.
    

    
      Battle Mage, Allen Desico.
    

    
      His magic, which had reached a high level, was like that of a dragon, which is called the crystallization of magic.
    

    
      He realizes magic at the same time as he raises his will.
    

    
      All these processes of creating a magic field, drawing a formula in it, and infusing mana to cast the magic are done in the blink of an eye.
    

    
      As a result, Allen Desico came to possess a combat power that was not inferior even when fighting in close combat with knights, who are called specialists in close combat.
    

    
      “But it doesn't matter much, does it? Since there are more of us. And we don't have a reason to have to deal with Department Head Allen, do we? We just have to catch Lilith.”
    

    
      At Ronica's question, I looked at the Guard Captain and asked.
    

    
      “The Allen you saw, where was he? Wasn't he next to Lilith?”
    

    
      “Right.”
    

    
      “From now on, he will not leave Lilith’s side. Lilith has a habit of keeping useful humans she seduces by her side.”
    

    
      I added.
    

    
      “And we absolutely need Allen’s power. One of Lilith's skills is [Sweet Dream], and he's the only one who can neutralize it.”
    

    
      “Ha. That’s absurd. You speak as if you know everything about demons.”
    

    
      And the Guard Captain finds fault again.
    

    
      “It's suspicious. Isn't this bastard cleverly luring us into the demon's trap?”
    

    
      “Shall we make a bet.”
    

    
      “A bet my ass. Are you crazy? Making a bet with a thief.”
    

    
      Chicken?
    

    
      “You don't seem to be confident. Then please, just shut up.”
    

    
      “What? This……”
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      “Why has he been like that since before? Doesn't he know who he has to thank for being released from the seduction?”
    

    
      The Chaser and Ronica couple, who suddenly started whispering loudly enough to be heard.
    

    
      “I heard that person is friends with the Section Chief……”
    

    
      “Hmm? Who said such a thing? I don't know that person.”
    

    
      Section Chief Baron, who subtly expresses his discomfort and quickly pretends not to know the Guard Captain.
    

    
      “……Should we terminate the contract, Vice-Dean?”
    

    
      “Haha.”
    

    
      And the Head of Personnel, who is seriously considering firing the Guard Captain, and the Vice-Dean, who bursts out laughing at this situation.
    

    
      Suddenly, everyone was giving the Guard Captain the cold shoulder with one mind, and even the 890th class kids who hated me were glaring at the Guard Captain at this moment, so I could tell how much his standing had fallen.
    

    
      “Ahem.”
    

    
      So the Guard Captain, embarrassed, coughed dryly and stepped back.
    

    
      ‘You should have done that from the beginning.’
    

    
      With the obstacle gone, I looked around.
    

    
      Everyone in the place was looking at me with sparkling eyes.
    

    
      Although I was a villain, and they were on a duty to destroy such evil, and for that, they were in a position to train and teach.
    

    
      But for now, we were comrades with a common enemy.
    

    
      I had shown my will to exterminate the demon through my words and actions, and they had finally decided to trust me.
    

    
      ‘In that case, it's doable.’
    

    
      Trust.
    

    
      That, which is the belief of Shadow, had shown me several miracles until now.
    

    
      ‘It will be the same this time.’
    

    
      It would be a tough fight, but there was a chance of winning.
    

    
      This time too.
    

    
      I was confident.
    

    
      “Listen well. I'll explain it briefly.”
    

    
      Heads gather around me.
    

    
      Using the ground as a blackboard and a tree branch, I explained the plan I had come up with to them.
    

    
      “To exorcise Lilith, we need Department Head Allen’s power. But he is with Lilith. So we have to divide into teams.”
    

    
      “Teams?”
    

    
      “Demon attack squad. From now on, I'll call it a raid party. The first attack party will be the 1st raid party, which will directly mark and exorcise Lilith. The raid party members are me and the 890th class cadets here.”
    

    
      After writing '1', I then wrote Jack and 890, and the professors, including the Vice-Dean, had puzzled expressions.
    

    
      “Why? You don't understand?”
    

    
      The Vice-Dean answered my question.
    

    
      “To be honest, yes. It's not that I'm looking down on the children, but if the 1st raid party has to mark and exorcise Lilith, wouldn't it be better if we did it?”
    

    
      “That's right. I was going to talk about it later, but to just say a part of it first, you can't, Vice-Dean. You know the reason best, right?”
    

    
      The Vice-Dean nods his head.
    

    
      He, who is the only one who knows the way to the underground temple where the great hero's legacy sleeps, is Lilith's target.
    

    
      If he were to join the attack party and be defeated, and his body were to fall into Lilith's hands, this world would truly cross a river of no return.
    

    
      “You and the Head of Personnel, Rodri. You two will go outside together. I'll show you the way later, and if you follow that path, my subordinate will be waiting. You can go out of the barrier with him.”
    

    
      “Hmm. Still, it's a pity. Is there no more certain way? What about purifying other professors and reinforcing our power? What about that method?”
    

    
      I know what he's worried about.
    

    
      The 890th class are just 1st-year cadets who have just shed their freshman skin.
    

    
      They have outstanding potential to the point of being called the golden generation, and have in fact been writing a new history by solving many incidents and accidents, but still, 1st years are 1st years.
    

    
      Lack of experience is inevitable.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      “I'd like to do that too, but I only have one Saint's Catalyst left.”
    

    
      Only then does the Vice-Dean make a look of realization.
    

    
      I had brought a total of three catalysts here, and I had used two just before.
    

    
      And the remaining one already had an owner.
    

    
      “I see. That has to be used on Department Head Allen.”
    

    
      “That's right. And the attack party that has to carry out that mission is the 2nd raid party that I will now explain. The raid party members are three, Supervising Professor Chaser Idna and Supervising Professor Ronica Jasmine.”
    

    
      Ronica, who was suddenly called out, is startled.
    

    
      “Hmm? Us? No matter what, just the two of us for Department Head Allen……”
    

    
      “Huhu. Good. Now I finally have a chance to legally beat that person.”
    

    
      While Ronica is skeptical, Chaser is happy.
    

    
      It seems he had a lot of pent-up feelings for Department Head Allen.
    

    
      Then, as expected, he gets a lecture.
    

    
      “What do you mean, beat? Do you think this is a joke?”
    

    
      “Oops.”
    

    
      “Hey, Skull…… no. Jack? It's impossible for just the two of us to subdue Department Head Allen. Especially since he's a Mage one stage above me, my magic is as good as useless.”
    

    
      “I know that much.”
    

    
      “But why……”
    

    
      “Listen to me carefully. I said three, not two.”
    

    
      Ronica, who saw the direction my finger was pointing, let out a small gasp.
    

    
      There, Clatter was sitting on a tree branch, looking down at us.
    

    
      “If it's that person……”
    

    
      “Right. It’s doable.”
    

    
      Chaser agrees, rubbing his bruised forehead.
    

    
      Chaser and Clatter were already acquainted, and the two had briefly met at the Ladrier Hotel.
    

    
      Chaser would remember the power of Clatter that he had seen then.
    

    
      Also, although it was a surprise attack, he had just shown the rest of them how he had perfectly subdued Chaser, the next Central Royal Knights Commander, without much effort.
    

    
      Clatter's skill had already been proven.
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      However, although he was wrapped in bandages, a few sharp-eyed people (Vice-Dean, Ilai, Rodri, etc.) seemed to have noticed that Clatter was not human and was the one who had destroyed the Skeleton Lord during the War of Villains.
    

    
      But well, it seemed they were holding their tongues, judging that it was not a matter to be pointed out right now.
    

    
      “The last, the 3rd raid party. Led by Professor Ilai, Section Chief Baron and the Guard Captain, who must protect her. As I've said many times, the importance of Professor Ilai in a demon battle cannot be overemphasized. Without her, the Lilith battle is as good as a loss, as you all know.”
    

    
      There was only one Saint's Catalyst left to purify Lilith's seduction, and it already had an owner.
    

    
      Therefore, the best way was not to fall for the seduction in the first place, and to make that possible, Professor Ilai's prayer was essential.
    

    
      “Now do you understand why I had to form the 1st raid party like this?”
    

    
      The Vice-Dean nodded his head.
    

    
      The role of the 2nd raid party, which would purify Allen, and the 3rd raid party, which had to protect Professor Ilai, was no less important than that of the 1st raid party.
    

    
      No, in a way, those two were more important than the 1st raid party.
    

    
      Because the role of the 1st raid party is given only when the two attack parties properly perform their roles.
    

    
      And personally, I also had a desire to give the experience points of Lilith to the 1st raid party, that is, Ivan, Gwyn, and Karina.
    

    
      ‘Of course, the finishing touch will be my share.’
    

    
      And so, we discussed the detailed operation of the plan I had made.
    

    
      “Finally, I must ask you to remember that this is an operation where cooperation with each other is important. Of course, there is no time to practice, so the best we can do is to trust each other.”
    

    
      “Ha. A thief talking about trust. I'm so dumbfounded I can't even laugh.”
    

    
      Thinking this was the time, I approached the grumbling Guard Captain again.
    

    
      “Why? You got something to say?”
    

    
      “Guard Captain. I also trust you.”
    

    
      “……!”
    

    
      “I hope we can successfully deal with the demon and watch the dawn rise together.”
    

    
      I lightly tapped the Guard Captain's shoulder.
    

    
      A quiet night sky.
    

    
      The time for the operation was approaching.
    

    
      “I wish you luck.”
    

    
      The retreating Vice-Dean and Head of Personnel Rodri.
    

    
      “Will they be okay?”
    

    
      At Yuria's question, who had approached at some point, I answered.
    

    
      “If you’re asking about their well-being, of course they’ll be fine. Because those two are people who are fully capable of taking care of themselves.”
    

    
      Even if they met seduced cadets or professors, those two would be able to escape without difficulty.
    

    
      Then they would meet Dayle, who was waiting inside the barrier.
    

    
      And with his help, they would be able to get out safely.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      This conviction of mine was shattered in less than 10 minutes after we left for the Lilith eradication.
    

    
      “……You. What are you doing here?”
    

    

  
    Chapter 194: Chapter 194

    
      Chapter 194: Lilith Eradication Operation (6)
    

    
      “Haha. That’s……”
    

    
      Dayle, who is in front of me, scratches the back of his head with an awkward expression.
    

    
      Then he looks behind him.
    

    
      ‘……Rachel.’
    

    
      She was there.
    

    
      “Ra-Rachel?”
    

    
      “Huh? Is it really her?”
    

    
      “Where have you been, you idiot!”
    

    
      The kids, who had spotted Rachel, ran over in a group.
    

    
      “Kyahaha. Sorry, guys. I had to go out for a bit. Did you miss me?”
    

    
      Rachel exchanged greetings with the kids, acting out her usual ditzy laugh.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      “What are you talking about? The Academy is in an uproar right now!”
    

    
      “Why were you out? Was it because of your sister? Huh? Was it?”
    

    
      “It's okay. This Karina Zain will solve it for you! Just trust me.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      At the kids' worry and comfort, which were full of sincerity, her frivolous laugh and fake cadet act were gradually hardening and about to crack.
    

    
      Just as I thought I could see a hint of red in her eyes.
    

    
      Her gaze moved to me.
    

    
      At the same time, a melodious voice rang in my head.
    

    
      [I have something to tell you separately.]
    

    
      Hmm.
    

    
      It seems she recognized me right away, even though I'm wearing a face mask.
    

    
      ‘How kindly must he have explained on the way here.’
    

    
      Dayle, who received my gaze, flinches and hurriedly blurts out an excuse.
    

    
      “Ahem. W-well, you see. Boss. I couldn't help it.”
    

    
      “What about?”
    

    
      “She said her only sister in the world was dying. When I heard that, I couldn't just ignore it, could I? We've received a lot of help from her, so we can grant her one request.”
    

    
      He was right.
    

    
      Because that's the loyalty we emphasize.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      “What was my order, Dayle?”
    

    
      “Um. Th-that is.”
    

    
      “To be on standby and, when people come from inside, to open the barrier and let them escape. But? What did you just do? Is her request more of a priority than my order?”
    

    
      Dayle bowed his head.
    

    
      “I'm sorry, boss. It's my fault. I was wrong.”
    

    
      I had no intention of blaming him too much, so I left it at that and turned my body.
    

    
      More importantly, things have gotten a bit complicated.
    

    
      In that case, what happens to the Vice-Dean and Rodrig, who left first?
    

    
      Since Dayle is here, they must be wandering around, unable to leave the barrier.
    

    
      ‘Damn it. I'm about to become a liar out of nowhere.’
    

    
      It was too late to go back.
    

    
      Sending Dayle back now was also dangerous because of the risk of them crossing paths.
    

    
      ‘It can't be helped. I have no choice but to proceed as is.’
    

    
      In any case, nothing changes.
    

    
      Because the fact that Lilith must be dealt with quickly does not change.
    

    
      Jabak-
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      I felt the presence of someone approaching from behind me.
    

    
      I knew without having to check.
    

    
      “Did you say your goodbyes to your friends?”
    

    
      “I did.”
    

    
      Rachel, who had walked up to me before I knew it, lifted her head and met my gaze.
    

    
      “I'll be direct. My sister. Save her.”
    

    
      I had already expected it, so I shook my head.
    

    
      “I'm sorry, but I can't grant such a request.”
    

    
      “It's not a request. It's a commission.”
    

    
      “A commission?”
    

    
      “Right. The payment is the information about the cult that I've gathered so far. And the secret I held for the assassination of Bishop Lutus.”
    

    
      It was a good offer.
    

    
      Especially that secret.
    

    
      Even I, a veteran of 'Heroes of Frey', still had no clue about that information, so I was just as curious.
    

    
      “Actually, there was something missing, so I was out for the past few days to supplement it. And now it's with Luis. I gave it all to him.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      So that's what it was.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      ‘Assassinating Bishop Lutus and saving her sister are clearly different problems.’
    

    
      Because saving her sister is the same as saving a demon.
    

    
      So my answer had to be the same.
    

    
      “I'm sorry, but still──.”
    

    
      “Keep listening! There's more.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “My life.”
    

    
      Hmm?
    

    
      “Are you joking?”
    

    
      “Do I look like it?”
    

    
      Rachel takes a step closer.
    

    
      Clenched lips and unwavering pupils.
    

    
      I could feel a firm resolve and desperation in her face.
    

    
      ‘Her life. Does she mean she'll die in my place?’
    

    
      From the atmosphere, it seemed she meant it that way.
    

    
      Right.
    

    
      I fully understand her sincerity.
    

    
      I do, but.
    

    
      “Even so, there's no way.”
    

    
      “Really? The person I've watched so far is a person who makes the impossible possible. And I have no doubt that you'll do the same this time.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “You have a way. Don't you?”
    

    
      Hmm.
    

    
      I'm grateful that she sees me that way, but.
    

    
      At this point, it was more than just pestering, it was a plea.
    

    
      In fact, her eyes were bloodshot, as if they would spill tears at any moment.
    

    
      She's holding it back for now, but if I keep refusing the request, those eyes will pour out tears like a dam with its floodgates opened.
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      And in fact.
    

    
      It's not like there's no way at all.
    

    
      I hadn't expected this situation.
    

    
      I had just borrowed a holy sword, so I had wanted to borrow (steal) a vision as well.
    

    
      At that time, that was simply my feeling.
    

    
      ‘If there's a problem, it's whether I can handle that power well.’
    

    
      The vision I had borrowed (stolen) from Roland was [Judgment].
    

    
      The very power of Uriel.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Angel.
    

    
      As the representatives of the Lord, Max Obje, they are the beings who manage the current dimension we live in.
    

    
      There are four angels in this world, and the setting book says that Uriel has the most ruthless and merciless nature among them.
    

    
      Also, she is very interested in beautiful things, and is so obsessive that if she gets fixated on something, she must have it.
    

    
      So I did borrow [Judgment].
    

    
      But I doubt she would allow me to use her power, and even if she did, I thought she might demand something in return.
    

    
      ‘She’ll probably allow it. Since I’m dealing with a demon.’
    

    
      The problem is the price.
    

    
      According to the setting book, and judging from Roland's case, she would surely want something in return for allowing me her power.
    

    
      The problem is that I have no information, not even a hunch, about what that price is.
    

    
      ‘It wouldn't matter if the price is something I can easily obtain. But it doesn't seem like it will be.’
    

    
      If she demands my eyes, like in Roland's case, that's a bit difficult.
    

    
      Even so, the reason I borrowed [Judgment] among Roland's visions is because it guarantees a certain performance.
    

    
      In the unlikely event that the Lilith battle goes wrong, there is no more certain card of victory than this.
    

    
      To put it simply, [Judgment] is a sure card of victory, but at the same time, it is also a final card whose risks are hard to gauge.
    

    
      ‘So I wanted to avoid using it if possible.’
    

    
      Also, even if I use [Judgment], I can't be sure if Reina can be saved.
    

    
      The setting book did say that the flame of judgment, Uriel's power, gives death to demons and life to humans.
    

    
      But honestly, I don't know.
    

    
      If Reina can really be saved from that flame.
    

    
      I've cleared 'Heroes of Frey' over dozens of times, but this was an experience I had never had before.
    

    
      ‘To grant Rachel’s request, I must use [Judgment]. But I don't know what risks will arise, and I don't know if Reina can be saved.’
    

    
      I even thought of it as a gamble.
    

    
      ‘I’ve never received a request with an unknown outcome like this before.’
    

    
      Looking at this, I have no choice but to admit that I have also grown fond of this Rachel without realizing it.
    

    
      ‘I shouldn’t have said anything to Dayle.’
    

    
      I glance at Rachel, and she is still on the verge of tears, waiting for my answer.
    

    
      ‘I guess I have no choice.’
    

    
      In the end, I made a decision.
    

    
      I closed my eyes and let out a sigh, 'huu-'.
    

    
      But did she think that was a refusal?
    

    
      Starting with a single tear falling from Rachel's eyes, she grabbed my sleeve and collapsed.
    

    
      “Wait. A misunderstanding……”
    

    
      So I was about to say that's not it.
    

    
      But──,
    

    
      “Grant it!”
    

    
      Yuria, who had popped out of nowhere, stood next to her and glared at me.
    

    
      And not just her.
    

    
      “Grant it!”
    

    
      Karina Zain.
    

    
      And even Ivan and Gwyn Gaiard.
    

    
      I knew they were hiding behind the trees and peeking here.
    

    
      But it seems Rachel didn't know.
    

    
      “G-guys?”
    

    
      She looks up at the kids in surprise.
    

    
      Looking at her, Karina's eyes flash.
    

    
      “Hey! Get up right now! A proud Academy hero cadet, kneeling to a thief, what are you doing!?”
    

    
      “K-Karina……?”
    

    
      “I said get up! Are you going to embarrass me too?”
    

    
      Yuria helps her up, and Karina, who saw that, comes up to me and looks me straight in the face.
    

    
      “How much is it?”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “How much do you need to grant my friend's request? I'll pay. How much is it? Huh?”
    

    
      Karina asked challengingly with an angry face.
    

    
      “I'm Karina Zain. I have more than enough money. That's what you want, isn't it? Huh?”
    

    
      “……What on earth are you talking about right now?”
    

    
      “Ha! Playing innocent, are you? After trying to make a deal with someone's life!”
    

    
      What are you talking about?
    

    
      “Didn’t Rachel ask you to save her sister?”
    

    
      At Yuria's question, I nodded my head.
    

    
      “But you demanded money in return! How could you do that?”
    

    
      “You chivalry-less cold-blooded bastard!”
    

    
      “As expected. You were a villain.”
    

    
      No, wait a minute.
    

    
      The situation was so absurd that the fuse in my head blew out for a moment.
    

    
      ……So, to sum it up.
    

    
      Are these kids misunderstanding that I'm refusing Rachel's request because of money?
    

    
      Did it look that way from a distance?
    

    
      No matter how much I like money, I'm not that low.
    

    
      I frowned and said.
    

    
      “I think there’s some misunderstanding. I did not demand money.”
    

    
      “What? Don’t be ridiculous! We saw it!”
    

    
      “You saw it, but you didn't hear it, did you?”
    

    
      “That is……”
    

    
      Karina hesitates, as if at a loss for words for a moment.
    

    
      The other kids also seem to have noticed that something was strange and are observing the situation.
    

    
      “……It’s the same thing! Don’t lie!”
    

    
      “You’re the one who’s being stubborn. Hey, did I demand money?”
    

    
      When I asked, looking at Rachel, Rachel, who was being held by Yuria, shook her head.
    

    
      “N-nooo……”
    

    
      Only then do the cadets, with a look of realization, blame themselves for their rashness.
    

    
      I looked at them, especially at Karina, who had been the most impulsive, and opened my mouth.
    

    
      “You’re acting like a scatterbrain without even knowing what’s going on. Do you have that much money at home?”
    

    
      “Ugh.”
    

    
      “Apologize to Rachel. Because of your actions, I almost changed my mind.”
    

    
      “That’s not it, we…… huh?”
    

    
      Karina, who was about to hurriedly make an excuse at my words, realized something was strange and tilted her head.
    

    
      “I didn't mishear that, did I?”
    

    
      “I heard it too. He said he almost changed his mind.”
    

    
      “In that case……”
    

    
      The gazes of the five cadets turn to me at the same time.
    

    
      “It might fail. Because it's an uncertain method, that's why I hesitated. Is that still okay?”
    

    
      I looked at Rachel.
    

    
      With her face a mess of hazy moisture and tears, she vigorously nods her head up and down.
    

    
      “Alright. I’ll try my best.”
    

    
      At the same time, tears burst out again.
    

    
      “Thank you. Really…… really.”
    

    
      Soon, the cadets, who were hugging each other and congratulating and comforting each other, saying it was alright, that it would be alright.
    

    
      Leaving them be, I returned to where the professors were, and someone said.
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      It was Section Chief Baron.
    

    
      ……Right.
    

    
      This old man was watching too.
    

    
      “There’s nothing to thank me for. It's not like I'm doing it for free.”
    

    
      “There are those in the world who, despite having the power to help, use that power in bad places instead of where it's needed.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “I think of those people as villains.”
    

    
      Was it a question that didn't want an answer?
    

    
      Section Chief Baron, after finishing what he had to say, immediately turned around and walked in the opposite direction.
    

    
      “The plan must have changed. I'll go and gather the professors.”
    

    
      Staring at Section Chief Baron's retreating back, I tried to decipher the meaning of the words he had just left behind.
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      Operation?
    

    
      Nothing much changed.
    

    
      The existing raid parties would remain as they were.
    

    
      Their roles would also be maintained.
    

    
      The only thing that needed to change was the final objective, from killing Lilith to subduing her.
    

    
      In other words, you could say that only my mission in the 1st raid party, whose goal was to kill Lilith, had changed.
    

    
      Still, there was one thing I needed to make them aware of, so I gathered the professors.
    

    
      Excluding Rachel and the cadets.
    

    
      “You all know that subduing is generally more difficult than killing. But I do have a method. No, to be precise, it would be more accurate to call it a vision rather than a method. I hope you will understand that it is difficult to explain what kind of vision it is.”
    

    
      Section Chief Baron and the others showed their curiosity but soon nodded their heads.
    

    
      Even they knew that it was not polite to ask various things about the other person's vision.
    

    
      “One problem is that even I cannot guarantee what result this vision will bring.”
    

    
      However, at these words of mine, the professors had no choice but to raise their doubts.
    

    
      “Hmm? What does that mean? That you don't know the result of the vision?”
    

    
      “Literally. This is the first time I'm using this vision, so I don't know what the result will be.”
    

    
      “Wait a minute. By any chance, that vision. Are you able to handle it perfectly?”
    

    
      Ronica Jasmine, who had been listening quietly as a magician would, asks with her eyes narrowed sharply.
    

    
      I looked at her for a moment and then shook my head.
    

    
      “I can't be one hundred percent sure of that either.”
    

    
      Although I had borrowed it, [Judgment] was strictly Uriel's power given to Roland.
    

    
      I couldn't be sure if it would be permitted to me, and even if it was possible to use it, there would be a condition, and I didn't know if I could fulfill Uriel's demand, which would be that condition.
    

    
      “Then isn't it an incomplete method?”
    

    
      “That's right. This is an incomplete method. So, if this attempt fails, we will kill Lilith as originally planned. Well, not much will change. Nevertheless, the reason I'm bothering to bring this up is because of her.”
    

    
      “Right. Rachel.”
    

    
      I nodded my head.
    

    
      “She must not know this fact. Of course, it must be kept secret from her friends, the cadets, as well. I believe that you, who are experienced, know well what dangers will be brought about when personal feelings are involved in such an operation.”
    

    
      “Seeing as you’re saying this, it seems the probability of that attempt of yours succeeding is very low.”
    

    
      I could not answer immediately.
    

    
      “I’ve never taken on a request that I wasn't sure of. But…… honestly, I don't know about this one.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “If it fails, I will send a signal. Then we will kill Lilith as originally planned, but I believe there will be strong opposition from Rachel. At that time, please stop her.”
    

    
      The atmosphere of the professors sank heavily.
    

    
      So, I was telling them to hold Rachel's arms and legs so that we could comfortably kill Lilith and Reina.
    

    
      Although they were all veterans, they were also people with a lot of human affection.
    

    
      Not only Professor Ilai and Section Chief Baron, but also Chaser Idna and Ronica Jasmine had an extraordinary affection for the cadets, to the point of spending time with them outside of the designated class hours.
    

    
      Among them, there was no one who did not know Rachel's story.
    

    
      It was natural to want to save Rachel's sister from the clutches of the demon and return her to Rachel if possible.
    

    
      “……Still, you’re going to try, right?”
    

    
      It was Ronica Jasmine.
    

    
      I looked at her anxiously wavering pupils and then opened my mouth.
    

    
      “I have never once given up on a request.”
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      At the Academy, there is a place that looks like the Colosseum in Rome, used for regular duels between cadets, events to show off martial prowess, and to hold swordsmanship competitions.
    

    
      The Plaza of Valor.
    

    
      Right.
    

    
      This was the place where the entrance ceremony was held at the beginning of this year, and where the cult's terror first began with the Swamp Orcs.
    

    
      As in the original work, I had expected Lilith to be staying in this Plaza of Valor, and that guess was exactly right.
    

    
      We, who had entered the Plaza of Valor while avoiding the seduced people, and knocking them down when we couldn't, were finally able to face her, who was sitting loftily in the middle of the platform like a queen.
    

    
      “You’ve come?”
    

    
      It goes without saying, but she was not alone.
    

    
      The spectator seats that surrounded the area in a circle were filled not with spectators, but with people who had been seduced by her.
    

    
      The guards and cadets.
    

    
      The only relief was that there were no professors, but it seemed they were outside, trying to catch the Vice-Dean.
    

    
      ‘No, wait. It’s not that there are none.’
    

    
      The spectator seats are located in the north.
    

    
      There was someone sitting there, all alone.
    

    
      A man with a large build and a neurotic impression.
    

    
      ‘Allen Desico.’
    

    
      Why?
    

    
      When he was a professor, he was so unlucky and annoying, but now, seeing him on the enemy's side, drooling, was even more annoying.
    

    
      To the point where I wanted to change the raid party for a very brief moment.
    

    
      ‘In a way, it’s a chance, right? Because now is the way to legally beat him up.’
    

    
      It seemed this was not just my thought, as I could hear the conversation between Chaser and Ronica next to me.
    

    
      “Th-um. Let’s beat him up.”
    

    
      “Of course. That dog-lik…… ahem. Do you know how much I was overworked under that Department Head? I’m going to tie him up and beat him. The catalyst? I'm definitely not just going to feed it to him.”
    

    
      It seemed a lot had built up.
    

    
      Thanks to that, the atmosphere, which had been frozen due to the presence of the demon and the overwhelming number of enemies, loosened a little.
    

    
      To the point where a 'puhat' sound of laughter came out.
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      Lilith raised her hand.
    

    
      “Get ready.”
    

    
      “They’re coming!”
    

    
      The cadets rushed towards us, who were in the south.
    

    
      And against them, we moved according to the formation we had pre-arranged.
    

    
      The first move was Professor Ilai's.
    

    
      The Bible, which had already opened in her hand, floated up in the air and flapped as if it would tear.
    

    
      Immediately after.
    

    
      Kwaaaah!
    

    
      An intense beam of light that fell from the sky mercilessly struck down on the platform where Lilith was.
    

    
      Kyaaaaaaak──!
    

    
      Lilith lets out a pained scream.
    

    
      [Heavenly Punishment].
    

    
      The light was quickly withdrawn, but the peeled skin, the hot steam, and Lilith's pained panting reaction let us know that our first surprise attack had hit home.
    

    
      “Alright!”
    

    
      “I’m sorry. Haak. Th-this is my limit.”
    

    
      “You’ve worked hard.”
    

    
      Professor Ilai, who seemed to be exhausted from using Heavenly Punishment from the very beginning, hugged the Bible and struggled.
    

    
      But her mission did not end there.
    

    
      Professor Ilai, who had opened the Bible again, bestowed a blessing upon us.
    

    
      [Heuu. Heuuu! So there was a cleric? Kill the cleric first! Now!]
    

    
      Before long, Lilith's voice had completely changed to that of a demon.
    

    
      The 2nd raid party, the Guard Captain and Section Chief Baron, blocked the two paths where the enemies were swarming to protect Professor Ilai.
    

    
      Just in case, even Rachel was positioned next to Professor Ilai.
    

    
      The rest, the 1st and 3rd raid parties, ran forward.
    

    
      Towards Lilith.
    

    
      Tadat!
    

    
      As I run across the plaza, I glance to the side.
    

    
      Chaser Idna, who was running alongside me, looked at me.
    

    
      A nod.
    

    
      And we split into two again.
    

    
      The 1st raid party and the 3rd raid party.
    

    
      Chaser Idna, along with Clatter and Ronica Jasmine, circled the platform.
    

    
      And they ambushed the man, Allen Desico, who was striding towards Professor Ilai.
    

    
      Kwaang!
    

    
      Good.
    

    
      That side has started too.
    

    
      I raised my staff.
    

    
      Kkaang!
    

    
      With a heavy impact, something hard and thick was deflected.
    

    
      It was Lilith's nail.
    

    
      She had extended her long nails and was swinging them at us as we ran.
    

    
      It was true that it was fast and sharp, making it difficult to approach.
    

    
      But it was just difficult, there was a way.
    

    
      [Phase Shift].
    

    
      Before I knew it, I was in front of Lilith.
    

    
      With Roland's holy sword in one hand.
    

    
      Kiiiing!
    

    
      The intense brilliance emitted from the blade brightly colored the surroundings.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Although he had spoken tough, saying he would beat him up and all.
    

    
      Chaser was actually anxious.
    

    
      Because he had no idea what the skill of the bandaged swordsman, called Clatter by the Skull Mask, was.
    

    
      ‘We’ve never once coordinated our movements, but can I subdue Department Head Allen with him?’
    

    
      He had seen him fight at the Ladrier Hotel before.
    

    
      His dazzling and light footwork had caught Chaser's attention at once.
    

    
      But it was too brief, and the situation at that time was so chaotic that it was somewhat difficult to properly judge his skill.
    

    
      ‘Department Head Allen is a difficult opponent.’
    

    
      Even he himself could not guarantee a win.
    

    
      No.
    

    
      If they were to fight one-on-one properly, he would probably win.
    

    
      But that was 'barely'.
    

    
      Also.
    

    
      ‘This isn’t a life-or-death battle, is it?’
    

    
      Allen Desico was a senior who had dedicated himself to the royal empire earlier than him, and was now a colleague working in the same place.
    

    
      He had to protect his life, not take it.
    

    
      To do that, he would inevitably have to control his strength, and if that were the case, Chaser was not confident that he could beat the person named Allen Desico.
    

    
      ‘It’s the same even if Ronica helps. A magician can’t give much of an influence to a Mage.’
    

    
      At best, it would be supported.
    

    
      So, the only one he could rely on was that man named Clatter…….
    

    
      ‘Huu. The situation is what it is, so the stress is no joke.’
    

    
      What was more stressful was that he didn't even answer when he asked him something.
    

    
      Tak!
    

    
      When he opened his mouth, all that came out was this strange sound.
    

    
      ‘Damn it. Really.’
    

    
      Even the good-natured Chaser Idna was going crazy.
    

    
      ‘I have to succeed.’
    

    
      According to the Skull Mask's story, the importance of his raid party's mission was second to none.
    

    
      In a way, they were the vanguard.
    

    
      Because only when they finished their mission the fastest could the next raid party do their work.
    

    
      A heavy sense of responsibility weighed on his shoulders.
    

    
      Chaser gripped the catalyst he had put in his pocket tightly.
    

    
      ‘Damn it.’
    

    
      He decided to talk to Ronica about this concern.
    

    
      Since she was smarter than him, she might have some way.
    

    
      But what do you know?
    

    
      Ronica was unexpectedly not worried at all.
    

    
      “He just subdued senior, you know?”
    

    
      “No. You said that was a surprise attack, right? And with the Skull Mask too!”
    

    
      “That’s also true. But Professor Ilai and the Section Chief said it’s fine.”
    

    
      “……Eh? Really?”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      Chaser blinked his eyes.
    

    
      He might not know about Professor Ilai, but Baron Tesda was reliable.
    

    
      Before he was the Section Chief of the Academy who managed the students, he was an outstanding swordsman who had devoted many years to the sword and was on the verge of becoming a Master.
    

    
      Also, during their time together in the Central Royal Knights, he was the person who had seen what he had missed and guided him on the right path.
    

    
      ‘Does senior know something?’
    

    
      He didn't know what it was, but in any case, he decided to believe those words.
    

    
      In fact, he didn't have any other choice.
    

    
      And so, now.
    

    
      Chaser was momentarily captivated by the martial prowess unfolding before his eyes.
    

    
      ‘Wh-what?’
    

    
      The best wind mage in the royal empire, Allen Desico.
    

    
      Taking advantage of the characteristic of wind-attribute magic, whose casting time gets faster as one's level increases, the [Spatial Leap] he used was like a ghost that moved, leaving only a faint afterimage.
    

    
      The magic combination of using [Spatial Leap] continuously while firing thousands of [Blade Winds] and [Air Cannons] from all directions was his proud technique.
    

    
      The reason why Allen Desico was called the only battle mage who could fight in close combat with a top-level Expert knight was also thanks to that technique.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      ‘How is that person moving like that?’
    

    
      There was another monster-like person here.
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      The movements of the two people could not be followed with the naked eye.
    

    
      Fine. Let’s say that is expected of Allen Desico.
    

    
      Since he is a Mage.
    

    
      [Spatial Leap] is a 6th Circle magic that allows the caster to move to wherever their gaze lands. Literally, a Vision that transcends space.
    

    
      ‘Then what about that human?’
    

    
      In Chaser’s eyes, Clatter looked the same.
    

    
      Leaving only white flickering shadows in the field of view was no different from [Spatial Leap].
    

    
      “I heard thieves could use magic, but…….”
    

    
      Naturally, Chaser could only stare blankly at the bizarre duel unfolding before him, feeling like a dog chasing a chicken.
    

    
      If Allen widened the distance, he chased him. If Allen widened the distance again, he immediately stuck close and attacked.
    

    
      It was a repetition, as if they were playing tag, so even Chaser, who had experienced many real battles, had no idea where to even begin to intervene.
    

    
      ‘This is a first for me.’
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      “What nonsense are you talking about? Magic. Are you saying that person is a Magic Swordsman or something?”
    

    
      It was Ronica.
    

    
      “That isn’t magic. Look closely.”
    

    
      Chaser focused his gaze on the spot Ronica pointed to. Something pure white was embedded there.
    

    
      “……What? Is this. A bone fragment?”
    

    
      It was a bone fragment of an animal.
    

    
      “Does nothing come to mind?”
    

    
      “Ah.”
    

    
      The chaser burst out in exclamation.
    

    
      Because he remembered.
    

    
      When he first faced Skull Mask.
    

    
      Back then, Skull Mask also used a technique similar to [Spatial Leap], and because of that, he had almost lost him in vain.
    

    
      “Oho. Now that I look, that must be a Vision of Shadow?”
    

    
      “That’s right. It’s probably a mechanism where he treats a projectile with special magic and then moves to the point where it is embedded. If you ask me, you really lack observational skills, Senior.”
    

    
      “That is why you are beside me.”
    

    
      “……Whatever.”
    

    
      Ronica frowned at the sudden flirting.
    

    
      But she didn’t seem to dislike it, as she wore a strange smile and continued speaking.
    

    
      “Still, it is only similar to [Spatial Leap]; it has a clear weakness.”
    

    
      And that weakness was exposed not long after the battle began.
    

    
      Allen Desico was also an expert who had rolled through the Special Magic Corps, and he saw through how Clatter was following his [Spatial Leap].
    

    
      A bone fragment that flew in and embedded itself next to him as soon as he used [Spatial Leap] to widen the distance.
    

    
      “Hmph.”
    

    
      Seeing that, Allen snorted and raised Silver Fang, the staff with a shining blade at the tip.
    

    
      [Spatial Suppression].
    

    
      The target point was exactly where the bone fragment was embedded.
    

    
      Kurururu!
    

    
      Clatter, who had just moved there, sensed an unusual energy and instinctively threw his body to the side, but.
    

    
      Crunch!
    

    
      One of his legs was caught.
    

    
      “Damn it!”
    

    
      “Go quickly!”
    

    
      Chaser and Ronica, who discovered this, ran quickly, but the distance between them and Clatter had already widened immensely. 
    

    
      It wasn’t an exaggeration; as soon as the battle started, the distance Clatter and Allen moved while tangling with each other was from one end of the plaza to the other.
    

    
      The Plaza of Valor was incredibly vast, and in comparison, the range of Chaser’s sword was clear.
    

    
      Chaser had no expertise in dagger throwing, and even if he did, it would be blocked by Allen before it could fly that far.
    

    
      Ronica tried using magic, but.
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      It scattered in vain with a light wave of Allen’s hand.
    

    
      Afterward, Allen raised his staff upward. Clatter’s body, now completely suppressed, floated gently into the air.
    

    
      He tried to escape, but it was impossible.
    

    
      The surrounding mana field was already under Allen’s will. Massive pressure tightening from all sides was crushing Clatter’s body.
    

    
      Snap! Snaap!
    

    
      Then, something unbelievable happened.
    

    
      “……Huh?”
    

    
      Allen felt a sudden suspicious energy flowing into his mana forming the [Spatial Suppression].
    

    
      And.
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      Allen’s magic shattered.
    

    
      Literally in an instant. Allen didn’t even have time to put up any defense.
    

    
      Clatter, rushing in as soon as he was released from the suppression.
    

    
      “Damn.”
    

    
      Flustered, Allen hurriedly used the 4th Circle magic [Shockwave].
    

    
      Just as the formula drawn with the rising thoughts was about to burst out a powerful shockwave.
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      The formula shattered this time as well.
    

    
      ‘What is this?’
    

    
      It felt as if someone else’s ideation was residing within the mana field he was using.
    

    
      He couldn’t believe it.
    

    
      What is mana? And what is a mana field?
    

    
      Isn’t it a private concept infused with one’s own knowledge and patterns that a mage has studied and trained for a lifetime?
    

    
      But someone invaded such a place and interfered?
    

    
      But there was no time to be surprised.
    

    
      He had to hurry and find the subject of the ideation that invaded the mana field and eliminate them or something.
    

    
      Right.
    

    
      He had to do that, but…….
    

    
      ‘I have no time.’
    

    
      Clatter had already arrived.
    

    
      And even Chaser and Ronica.
    

    
      It was a fight where the outcome was already decided.
    

    
      No matter if Allen was a Mage who had raised the wind attribute to a high realm, he couldn’t daringly use magic in a situation where he didn’t know when he would suffer mana interference.
    

    
      Also, since his specialty was stylish combat using magic combos that utilized the advantages of the wind attribute, someone’s mana interference was inevitably a fatal blow.
    

    
      “I am sorryyyyy!”
    

    
      Eventually, Allen had no choice but to be subdued by Chaser’s finishing move.
    

    
      “Keuhuk!”
    

    
      “Hold him! Here and here!”
    

    
      “I got him!”
    

    
      “Open your mouth!”
    

    
      Pop!
    

    
      Chaser took out the Saint’s Catalyst he received from Skull Mask and put it into Allen’s mouth.
    

    
      Then, Allen, who had been struggling underneath, started to calm down.
    

    
      “Phew.”
    

    
      “Is it done? Yes?”
    

    
      “Yeah. It is done. Now we just have to wait for him to wake up.”
    

    
      Saying that, Chaser looked at Clatter.
    

    
      He was already running toward where Professor Ilai was.
    

    
      ‘Doesn’t he get tired? I feel like I am going to die.’
    

    
      It was much more comfortable and better to fight to the death.
    

    
      He said he would beat him up or whatever, but in reality, Chaser had to consume immense physical and mental strength to ensure Allen didn’t get hurt and to subdue him while damaging his combat power as little as possible.
    

    
      But that human called Clatter, just what kind of human was he that he was running to help Professor Ilai’s side immediately without showing any signs of fatigue?
    

    
      Even.
    

    
      ‘Didn’t he get hurt at the end?’
    

    
      Chaser was able to land the finishing suppression thanks to Clatter throwing his body to block Allen’s magic.
    

    
      ‘Is he an undead or what?’
    

    
      Chaser laughed with a smirk.
    

    
      He had to admit it.
    

    
      That it would have been an impossible fight without Clatter.
    

    
      “Where in those appearances do they look like villains?”
    

    
      Except for being dry and blunt, they seemed like good people.
    

    
      “What did you say? Villains?”
    

    
      “Huh? Ah. I was talking about that person. Mr. Clatter.”
    

    
      “Oh, that. I thought you were talking about the Department Head.”
    

    
      “The Psychology Department Head is more like a villain.”
    

    
      The two examined the unconscious Allen’s condition at the same time as if they had planned it.
    

    
      Fortunately, he hadn’t woken up yet.
    

    
      Ronica, who gave a wry smile, continued speaking.
    

    
      “I also hope they aren’t villains.”
    

    
      “Right?”
    

    
      “Yes. Because if they are enemies, they are really scary.”
    

    
      Ronica’s expression stiffened rapidly.
    

    
      She continued.
    

    
      “The reason why Department Head Allen hesitated to use magic from the midway point. I think I know who caused that.”
    

    
      Her gaze was directed toward the top of the outer wall surrounding the plaza.
    

    
      A person stood tall there, holding a long musket.
    

    
      “Ugh.”
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      A faint groan leaked from the mouth of the unconscious Allen Desico.
    

    
      “Department Head! Department Head! Are you conscious! Department Head Allen!”
    

    
      Chaser quickly shook Allen.
    

    
      Then, what flew back instead of an answer was a fist.
    

    
      With a thud, Chaser’s shoulder shook.
    

    
      “Ugh!”
    

    
      However, despite being hit in the stomach, Chaser Idna, and even Ronica Jasmine who was watching, had faces flushed with joy at the following voice.
    

    
      “……I am up, so stop shaking me, you bastard.”
    

    
      Chaser looked at Ronica.
    

    
      The eyes of the two looking at each other sparkled with delight.
    

    
      “He woke up! Quickly! Tell him fast! I will explain the situation to the Department Head!”
    

    
      “Understood!”
    

    
      Ronica ran to the railing.
    

    
      The center of the plaza.
    

    
      A battle between Lilith and Skull Mask was in full swing there.
    

    
      Skull Mask was fighting Lilith, who had spread her wings, moving at invisible speeds regardless of the sky or ground.
    

    
      Below them, the cadets of the 890th Class, led by Ivan, were fighting a truly desperate struggle, blocking the thralls flocking to protect the Queen.
    

    
      [2nd Raid Group! Mission accomplished!]
    

    
      At Ronica’s [Voice Transfer], Skull Mask glanced this way.
    

    
      Immediately, his voice was heard in her mind.
    

    
      [Please commence the next action.]
    

    
      [Understood.]
    

    
      The next mission she received was to support the 890th Class cadets.
    

    
      Holding her staff, she joined the center of the fierce battleground.
    

    
      Lilith Mopping-up Operation, first condition.
    

    
      Allen Desico, awake.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      It was common knowledge that anyone human knew that the most fatal weapon against a demon was Holy Magic.
    

    
      A perfect antithesis.
    

    
      Light drove away darkness, and goodness purified evil.
    

    
      Lilith’s main weapon was seduction. However, Professor Ilai’s prayers perfectly blocked it.
    

    
      To Lilith, whose main abilities were curses and mental attacks, Professor Ilai’s existence was a divine chain that went beyond simply being annoying to completely binding her limbs.
    

    
      So Lilith gave an order to her thralls.
    

    
      [Tear that damn cleric bitch to death right now.]
    

    
      Thanks to that, the one who rose to the number one priority for elimination was Professor Ilai.
    

    
      Officer Baron and Guard Captain Valoma, who were protecting her, were truly dying of exhaustion.
    

    
      “Damn it!”
    

    
      Especially the Guard Captain, who was the same age as Officer Baron but somewhat lacking in swordsmanship skills, was really on the verge of collapsing.
    

    
      The thralls were all guards and cadets, so they had only managed to hold out somehow until now.
    

    
      However, Lilith must have called in the professors who were outside the plaza, as seeing a familiar face walking steadily toward them made the Guard Captain’s heart sink with a thud.
    

    
      ‘What! Professor Lobark? If that man joins, it will be difficult.’
    

    
      He glanced at the opposite side Officer Baron was blocking, but the situation there was equally desperate.
    

    
      ‘We’re going to be breached.’
    

    
      Just as the Guard Captain’s face was turning the color of dirt watching the approaching Lobark.
    

    
      Tap!
    

    
      Clatter arrived.
    

    
      “……What?”
    

    
      The Guard Captain was momentarily dumbfounded seeing Clatter jump over the heads of the thralls in a single leap and immediately request a one-on-one duel with Professor Lobark.
    

    
      The support didn’t end there.
    

    
      Whoosh!
    

    
      Looking up at the suddenly brightened sky, a massive number of fireballs were slamming down toward the spot where Professor Ilai and Rachel were.
    

    
      A sudden magic bombardment unfolded without warning.
    

    
      “No──!”
    

    
      Officer Baron, witnessing that, tried to throw his body, abandoning the path he was blocking, but soon he had no choice but to open his eyes wide.
    

    
      Because the fireballs falling toward the earth suddenly swiveled and started soaring into the sky.
    

    
      And when they rose to a certain height, they collided with each other and exploded.
    

    
      Boom! Kaboom!
    

    
      “Ma, Mana interference……?”
    

    
      The astonishment of the Psychology Professor who appeared to have used [Flame Shower].
    

    
      Following that, a short gunshot rang out from the top of the wall—Bang!
    

    
      “Aaaargh!”
    

    
      The Psychology Professor, pierced through the shoulder, dropped his staff with a painful scream and fell to the ground.
    

    
      Naturally, Officer Baron’s gaze turned toward the wall where the gunshot rang out.
    

    
      [I will take care of blocking the mages, so do what you have to do without worrying about them.]
    

    
      A man whose eyes flashed with different lights stood there holding a musket.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Dayle moved busily.
    

    
      It was the price for disobeying Gerard’s order.
    

    
      He ran here and there, supporting the 2nd Raid Group and helping the 3rd Raid Group too.
    

    
      He didn’t do anything specific.
    

    
      Just using the power of the Evil Eye, Mana Interference, to hinder the mages' magic and neutralize the attacks of other mages.
    

    
      It wasn’t a difficult task for Dayle, but it was true that it was a great help in reducing the difficulty and time of the operation.
    

    
      Dragging out time was not good.
    

    
      Lilith, realizing that the seduction cast on Allen had been purified, immediately sensed the crisis and called all the professors she had sent out to find the Vice-Dean back to the Plaza of Valor.
    

    
      If they arrived, it would be the Raid Group’s inevitable defeat.
    

    
      But Dayle wasn’t particularly worried.
    

    
      Because he trusted Gerard.
    

    
      The perfect thief who didn’t know failure.
    

    
      That was what Gerard Dayle knew.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      ‘Dayle. There is one more thing you have to do.’
    

    
      ‘What is it? Just say it.’
    

    
      ‘Rachel’s request. There is a possibility of failure.’
    

    
      ‘Hmm? What does that mean…….’
    

    
      ‘It means we might not be able to save Reina. So at that time, when I have to kill Lilith. You stop Rachel.’
    

    
      If Lilith dies, the host, Reina, also dies.
    

    
      Rachel, unable to accept that fact, had a high possibility of intruding into the battle and interfering with Gerard.
    

    
      ‘No, she definitely will. As the Boss said.’
    

    
      Dayle lowered his gaze.
    

    
      Rachel was watching Gerard’s battle with her two hands earnestly clasped together.
    

    
      ‘Can I stop her?’
    

    
      He said he understood…… but honestly, Dayle wasn’t confident.
    

    
      So.
    

    
      ‘Please. I hope you handle it this time too, Boss.’
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      [Kyaaaak!]
    

    
      The scream let out by the wounded Lilith resonated loudly throughout the entire plaza.
    

    
      Before one knew it, her body was full of cuts and charred wounds here and there.
    

    
      The holy sword sliced through the demon’s flesh, and the sacred brilliance burned the skin of evil.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      [……Kihihi!]
    

    
      Lilith grinned grotesquely, tearing the corners of her mouth wide open.
    

    
      Then, the wounds regenerated at a rapid speed, and the charred burn marks also became clean as if erased by an eraser.
    

    
      [It’s useless no matter how hard you try. Hmm?]
    

    
      I frowned.
    

    
      I know.
    

    
      That a demon’s body is different from a human’s.
    

    
      Stamina, agility, strength, resilience, etc. A demon transcends a human in every aspect.
    

    
      To become like them, one had to similarly transcend the human body through experiences of crossing the line between life and death, training, and enlightenment.
    

    
      ‘But…… I am not a Master.’
    

    
      A thief who couldn’t even handle aura, let alone look at the realm of a Master.
    

    
      That someone like me could oppose Lilith was thanks to the stats raised with sheer grit through leveling up and the artifacts plastered all over my body.
    

    
      Meaning, I was somehow maintaining the balance purely on stats and gear.
    

    
      Plus, relying on companions.
    

    
      Raven’s blade, imbued with Professor Ilai’s blessing, tore through the black smoke.
    

    
      Lilith, who was just about to use spirit transformation, dodged Raven, but she couldn’t dodge the brilliance dwelling on the blade and suffered burns.
    

    
      [Hmm. It certainly is annoying.]
    

    
      Normal weapons couldn’t inflict wounds on a demon’s body, but weapons imbued with divine power or holy swords were capable of damaging a demon.
    

    
      [Still can’t catch a single female cleric. What the hell are you doing!?]
    

    
      Eventually, Lilith spat out her irritation.
    

    
      She also knew very well that the tide of battle would turn in her favor only if she killed Professor Ilai.
    

    
      Since the very fact that all mental attacks were blocked made it a disadvantageous fight for her from the start.
    

    
      [Anyway, you guys are useless except for panting with lust.]
    

    
      In the end, unable to watch any longer, Lilith spread her two wings wide to step forward herself.
    

    
      ‘It’s coming!’
    

    
      That was the preparatory stance for [Sweet Dream], which could be called Lilith’s ultimate skill.
    

    
      The beginning of it was small flower seeds that looked like dandelion seeds.
    

    
      Lilith, who glided high into the sky, blew the flower seeds blooming from her fingertips with a breath, and soon the seeds rode the wind and scattered here and there in the plaza.
    

    
      I hurriedly looked toward Allen.
    

    
      I had already received the report that the 2nd Raid Group had completed their mission, and I had even confirmed with my own eyes that Allen had woken up.
    

    
      Just in time, Allen was looking at me too.
    

    
      Glaring with a gaze that seemed ready to kill, he sends a voice.
    

    
      [I heard the explanation of the situation, Skull Mask. It feels quite fucking shitty to have to help you like this, but I guess now is not the time to be nitpicking about that.]
    

    
      Woooong.
    

    
      The mana around him began to fluctuate.
    

    
      [I will kill you after dealing with the demon first, so wait.]
    

    
      At the same time, Allen slammed Silver Fang, which he was holding, onto the ground.
    

    
      Then, a bright light flashed with him at the center, and a magic formula large enough to cover the entire plaza was engraved in the sky above.
    

    
      And.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      All the airflow flowing around stopped at once.
    

    
      A heavy pressure weighing down from all directions.
    

    
      Through that, Allen’s firm voice resonated throughout the plaza.
    

    
      “From this moment on, I will govern the space of this place.”
    

    
      [Time of the Wind Mage].
    

    
      The strongest technique of the 6th Circle Mage Allen Desico unfolded here now.
    

    
      *** 
    

    
      The Extreme Secret Vision, [Time of the Wind Mage], was an expanded version of the 5th Circle [Spatial Suppression].
    

    
      It controls the wind existing within a wide range according to the caster’s will.
    

    
      It can stop it, or move it.
    

    
      ‘And, it can make it rage strongly.’
    

    
      Just like right now.
    

    
      [……!]
    

    
      Lilith’s expression stiffened.
    

    
      It was only natural, as the flower seeds of [Sweet Dream] had already swelled in size to become flowers and were scattering the sleep powder of death from the sky. 
    

    
      But since the wind wasn’t blowing, the sleep powder, which should have spread like fog, couldn’t spread and was just falling straight down.
    

    
      No.
    

    
      It couldn’t even touch the ground due to the updraft that started out of nowhere.
    

    
      [Such a trivial brat. Daring to betray me?]
    

    
      Lilith, immediately realizing whose doing it was, made a murderous expression looking at Allen.
    

    
      “What? Fuck, I am a brat?”
    

    
      And Allen didn’t lose out either.
    

    
      “Try handling the magic this brat wields.”
    

    
      Allen instantly piled up air above Lilith’s head and pressed down with immense atmospheric pressure.
    

    
      [Hmph.]
    

    
      However, there was a fact Allen was gravely mistaken about: the existence of a demon cannot be caught by any magical attempt or device.
    

    
      A principle similar to passing through Evil Earth.
    

    
      One could inflict wounds, but to suppress that existence, one had to be an existence with a status equal to or higher than the demon.
    

    
      Allen, who had zero knowledge about such demons, was flustered when his magic didn’t work on Lilith at all.
    

    
      Not missing that gap, she flew in, terrifyingly compressing the distance, and he had to frantically use [Spatial Leap] against the indiscriminate barrage of claws.
    

    
      “Damn it! Hey, Skull Mask, you bastard! Don’t just watch blankly and do something!”
    

    
      Eventually, Allen asked me for help.
    

    
      It was quite a sight to hear Allen’s scream-mixed shouts coming from here and there as he used [Spatial Leap].
    

    
      Anyway, right.
    

    
      We mobilized various methods to block all of Lilith’s authorities and attacks, but that didn’t mean there was a proper way to eliminate Lilith either.
    

    
      Just as Lilith couldn’t subdue us, conversely, we couldn’t do anything to Lilith either.
    

    
      To physically wound her, the Aura Blade of a transcendent Master or divine power was needed.
    

    
      But since she regenerates even if wounded, a powerful single strike that could finish her perfectly was needed, but there was no way someone like me, who wasn’t a Master, would have such an ultimate skill.
    

    
      ‘As I said before, there is absolutely no way with magic.’
    

    
      So originally, I intended to use Raven.
    

    
      Using Raven’s [Power Seizure] to steal Chaser or Officer Baron’s ultimate swordsmanship.
    

    
      I intended to use all of Professor Ilai’s buffs and my artifact buffs to cut off Lilith’s head in a single strike and end this battle.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      ‘All plans changed when I met Roland.’
    

    
      I looked at Roland’s sword held in my other hand.
    

    
      Swords granted upon becoming a Paladin are all forged by the Cult, and they are all classified as holy swords containing divine power.
    

    
      However, Roland’s holy sword was special even among them.
    

    
      In this worldview, a sword named Demon Slayer existed.
    

    
      Naturally, it is an artifact, and its grade is a whopping ‘Myth’.
    

    
      Its owner was Paladin Kerdin, a companion of the great hero Aidan Frey.
    

    
      He was a great hero who cut off the head of Oblin, the Demon of Pain, and liberated the world from pain.
    

    
      The sword used there was the Demon Slayer, and Kerdin lost the Demon Slayer with that battle as his last.
    

    
      Thus, the fragments of the Demon Slayer were passed down to later generations and kept in the Holy Kingdom.
    

    
      Then, a hundred years later, those fragments were reforged by Pope Altamus III of the Holy Kingdom, and that is exactly this sword in my hand right now.
    

    
      ‘Devil Slayer.’
    

    
      Its special ability is [Chains of Light].
    

    
      A divine binding that a demon can absolutely never dodge or break.
    

    
      ‘A thief’s sword in one hand. A holy sword in the other.’
    

    
      It’s an interesting combination.
    

    
      [Dare. Dare the likes of you betray me?]
    

    
      “Stop being obsessed and please just get lost, you devil bitch!”
    

    
      [Kyaaaaaak!]
    

    
      I raised my head.
    

    
      It seemed she was properly pissed off that I not only betrayed her but also nullified [Sweet Dream], the ultimate skill that could have ended the current situation at once.
    

    
      Lilith was attacking only Allen to death.
    

    
      I raised the holy sword and pointed the tip at her.
    

    
      [Chains of Light].
    

    
      The space behind where Lilith was standing split open with a creak.
    

    
      A dazzling cluster of light poured out. Along with it, chains of light shot out like an octopus snatching its prey and instantly wrapped tightly around her wings, arms, and legs.
    

    
      [……!]
    

    
      Lilith made a bewildered expression at the sudden situation.
    

    
      Then she soon changed her expression and started glaring at me.
    

    
      [You…… What is that sword?]
    

    
      “Do you not know because it’s been too long since you saw it?”
    

    
      I held up the holy sword so she could see it well.
    

    
      “Look closely.”
    

    
      Her face was stiff.
    

    
      [Do, don’t tell me?]
    

    
      “Yeah. It’s the sword that cuts off your brother’s head cleanly. Looks like you remember?”
    

    
      [Ah. Aaaaaah……!]
    

    
      Lilith, bound by chains, trembling pitifully.
    

    
      It ends if I approach like this and cut off her head.
    

    
      Lilith will be annihilated, and the battle will end with our victory.
    

    
      ‘But…….’
    

    
      Rachel’s sister, Reina, will also die.
    

    
      That. Was not the result everyone wanted.
    

    
      “What are you doing! Kill her quickly! Kill her! Kill her!”
    

    
      ……Except for one beast called Allen Desico.
    

    
      Anyway, I received the request and even received the advance payment.
    

    
      So I had an obligation to fulfill that request first.
    

    
      Suddenly, I felt an intense gaze from below.
    

    
      Rachel, who had arrived at some point, was standing with her friends, looking up at Lilith bound in chains and me in front of her.
    

    
      [Please. Succeed.]
    

    
      Rachel, looking at me, was saying that.
    

    
      ……I turned my gaze.
    

    
      Dayle, waiting to snipe from the top of the wall.
    

    
      If Rachel tries to interfere with me, the muzzle of Dayle’s musket will spout fire.
    

    
      […….]
    

    
      Dayle, meeting my eyes, nodded.
    

    
      ‘Let’s do it.’
    

    
      I lifted Raven this time.
    

    
      And when I tried to use the Vision I borrowed from Roland stored within it.
    

    
      [Ki…… Kikiki!]
    

    
      Reina, who was terrified just a moment ago, started laughing grotesquely.
    

    
      [Right. I get it. You, you can’t kill me, right? Right?]
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      [Because of this body. Hmm? How is it? I am right, aren’t I?]
    

    
      When I stayed still without answering, Lilith seemed to have taken it as an affirmation.
    

    
      She regained her composure in an instant and continued to babble the whispers of a devil out of her rotten snout.
    

    
      [Right. I understand very well that you are quite an amazing guy for a human. But, even someone like you has no way to revive this body, right? So make a deal with me…… Wait. Wh, what are you trying to do right now?]
    

    
      “Request.”
    

    
      Answering briefly.
    

    
      I used the Vision borrowed from Roland.
    

    
      [Ascension].
    

    
      Caaaw──!
    

    
      The cry of the night raven attached to the sword handle vibrated the air.
    

    
      At the same time.
    

    
      The sky split open.
    

    
      [……Uh. Ah. Ah.]
    

    
      It felt as if all time stopped for this moment.
    

    
      Not only Lilith but also those entranced by her and the cadets of the 890th Class.
    

    
      And even the professors.
    

    
      Especially Professor Ilai, stopping even the prayers that hadn’t ceased until now, was looking at the split sky with an expression full of deep emotion.
    

    
      To be exact, at an existence descending from within the split rift.
    

    
      [Ho…… How. You…….]
    

    
      Lilith muttered in a voice full of astonishment.
    

    
      [……Uriel.]
    

    
      The angel, Uriel, looked around the audience once and soon fixed her gaze on me and asked.
    

    
      [Indeed, it is you. Stranger.]
    

    
      I opened my mouth.
    

    
      No, I tried to open it, but it wouldn’t open.
    

    
      [You do not need to vocalize. Transmission of intent is sufficient with just imagery.]
    

    
      The blue eyes visible inside the flashing helmet seemed to pierce through my head and chest here and there.
    

    
      Stranger.
    

    
      Then, does that mean Uriel knows my true identity?
    

    
      [Yes. I know. I have been watching you since you came.]
    

    
      It felt like I was hit on the back of the head with a hammer.
    

    
      As expected, was my coming here not a coincidence?
    

    
      Also, am I borrowing Roland’s Vision and facing Uriel right now also her arrangement?
    

    
      Did I play in the palm of the angel called Uriel?
    

    
      There were many things I wanted to ask.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      [It is too early now. There is no time. I must do my job before they notice.]
    

    
      They?
    

    
      [What you need must be my power.]
    

    
      Only then did I snap to my senses.
    

    
      Right.
    

    
      Solving the doubts is important, but right now, solving the matter in front of my eyes was more important.
    

    
      The sight of Lilith trembling, suppressed by Uriel’s overwhelming spirit, came into my eyes.
    

    
      [I will lend you power. Instead.]
    

    
      I swallowed dryly.
    

    
      What will she take from me?
    

    
      Eyes like Roland?
    

    
      Or, something else important?
    

    
      Money? Jewels?
    

    
      Or…… Life?
    

    
      Eventually, her mouth opened.
    

    
      […….]
    

    
      I accepted her demand.
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      [Then. I will be waiting.]
    

    
      With that voice as the last, the angel, Uriel, turned into light and disappeared.
    

    
      Before one knew it, the sky, which had split into two, was restored to its original state.
    

    
      It felt like having a dream.
    

    
      The miracle witnessed just moments ago vanished completely, the night sky was silent, and the crescent moon hanging on the clouds was brightly illuminating the world as if nothing had happened.
    

    
      However, Gerard was still dazed.
    

    
      Because he had never expected Uriel to manifest here personally.
    

    
      ‘At most, I expected to be rejected or have an unreasonable price demanded.’
    

    
      But Uriel broke all those expectations and gave Gerard power.
    

    
      ……He felt it.
    

    
      Not mana, nor aura, and definitely not divine power, but a power difficult to explain was swirling inside his body.
    

    
      [Ah. Aaaaaah…….]
    

    
      And when he looked at Lilith.
    

    
      Gerard could witness her true appearance with his two eyes.
    

    
      The thing struggling while bound by the chains of light no longer had the appearance of the beautiful Reina.
    

    
      Bright yellow eyes. Crimson skin similar to that of a flayed beast, and where hair should be, it was full of bumps and horns.
    

    
      That was the true form of Lilith hiding inside Reina’s body.
    

    
      ‘Is it thanks to Uriel’s power?’
    

    
      It was.
    

    
      They made a deal.
    

    
      Because what Gerard demanded from her was a way to save Reina.
    

    
      Gerard’s eyes, having received Uriel’s power, pierced accurately through to Lilith’s main body parasitic within the human flesh.
    

    
      Others couldn’t see it.
    

    
      No. To be more precise, except for Gerard and Lilith, even the fact that they witnessed Uriel just a moment ago was erased from the minds of the remaining people.
    

    
      That was the result of facing a transcendent existence far beyond understanding.
    

    
      Only Professor Ilai, who possessed high divine power, and Dayle, who had received a demon’s body transplant, vaguely sensed that some miracle had occurred.
    

    
      Before anyone knew it, the battles that sporadically filled the plaza had all ended.
    

    
      Because as Uriel descended to the mortal world, all of Lilith’s power running wild nearby disappeared completely.
    

    
      Among them was Lilith’s seduction, and people’s minds had returned before they knew it.
    

    
      Like that, everyone in the plaza at this moment is looking up at Gerard and Lilith.
    

    
      Gerard inhaled slowly.
    

    
      It was the end.
    

    
      Now was the turn to decorate the finale.
    

    
      As he moved the holy sword, Lilith, bound by the chains of light, was dragged in front of Gerard with a clattering sound.
    

    
      [N, no!]
    

    
      She tried to struggle to escape, but it was useless.
    

    
      Because the more she did, the tighter the chains of light constricted the demon.
    

    
      Before long, the look in Lilith’s eyes looking at Gerard had completely changed from before.
    

    
      Fear and terror.
    

    
      With the very look she had while peeking at Uriel just moments ago, Lilith was looking at Gerard.
    

    
      At that moment.
    

    
      Fwoosh!
    

    
      Bright yellow flames soared on the blade of the holy sword, Devil Slayer.
    

    
      The Flame of Judgment, Uriel’s authority.
    

    
      Lilith, sensing its energy, screamed and begged.
    

    
      [N, no! Save me! Save meeee! Pleaaase!]
    

    
      Gerard ignored her and raised the holy sword.
    

    
      [Sister! Sister! Where are you! Please save me!]
    

    
      Gerard’s head tilted to the side.
    

    
      Aha. Was it a misunderstanding?
    

    
      She wasn’t begging me, but the other side.
    

    
      Gerard turned his eyes downward, and there, where his gaze lowered, was Rachel embraced in Dayle’s arms.
    

    
      Rather than embraced, it was more accurate to say Dayle was holding her using his whole body.
    

    
      Because if not for him, Rachel would have run straight toward this place.
    

    
      “Reinaaa! Sob!”
    

    
      Rachel had been out of her mind since the chains of light wrapped around her sister tightly.
    

    
      [Sister! Please! This man is trying to kill me! Save me! Save me, I said! Again. Are you abandoning me again!?]
    

    
      Rachel’s face crumbled in misery.
    

    
      “What are you saying…… I will go. I will go, so wait!”
    

    
      She pushed and hit Dayle with all her might to push away the man holding her.
    

    
      But Dayle, who couldn’t disobey Gerard’s order this time either, was blocking her persistently, when Gerard’s [Whisper] was heard.
    

    
      [Let her go.]
    

    
      Dayle opened his eyes wide and looked at Gerard.
    

    
      As if asking if he was serious.
    

    
      To that, Gerard nodded.
    

    
      “Reinaaa!”
    

    
      As soon as Dayle let go, Rachel started sprinting without hesitation.
    

    
      Dadadak!
    

    
      Passing through the countless crowd, crossing the plaza.
    

    
      Just before reaching where her sister and Gerard were like that.
    

    
      Gerard’s arm moved.
    

    
      From top to bottom.
    

    
      Slash!
    

    
      At the same time.
    

    
      Whoosh!
    

    
      Following the path the holy sword passed, an immense amount of flames surged from Reina’s body.
    

    
      In that state, Reina fell below the plaza.
    

    
      And Rachel, screaming in agony, ran toward where she fell.
    

    
      “……Ah. Aaaaaah! Reina! Reina!”
    

    
      Rachel hurriedly embraced her.
    

    
      She didn’t care even though the flames transferred to her. Perhaps due to the anger and sorrow encroaching on her mind, she didn’t feel the heat or the burning pain.
    

    
      “Aaaaaah!”
    

    
      Ivan and Yuria. People gathering one by one watch the scene with devastated eyes.
    

    
      At that moment, Rachel’s eyes flashed with murderous intent.
    

    
      “You……!”
    

    
      Rachel, drawing her Black Sword, immediately lunged at someone.
    

    
      Toward him who walked forward, Gerard.
    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      Thud!
    

    
      But her attack was blocked in vain, and the Black Sword that flew away circled in the sky before plunging into the ground behind.
    

    
      “Promise…… Hic. You, you made it. My sister…… save. You said you would! Sob!”
    

    
      Rachel pounded Gerard’s chest with her fists instead of a sword.
    

    
      “I trusted you…… Sob. I trusted you……! How. How could you…….”
    

    
      With a face messy with tears and snot, Rachel looks up at Gerard.
    

    
      “I. What should I do?”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “Huh? Answer me. Sob. I. What should I do now?”
    

    
      His blunt face is hidden by the welling tears.
    

    
      Until now, the goal was one.
    

    
      Revenge for her sister.
    

    
      In the meantime, she met Skull Mask, and she thought he was the only hope for her revenge.
    

    
      ──But.
    

    
      Before she knew it, he had become someone indispensable in her life.
    

    
      Since when was it?
    

    
      She denied it at first, but.
    

    
      “Why are you crying? Rachel.”
    

    
      Now…….
    

    
      She had no choice but to admit it.
    

    
      “I thought you would like it.”
    

    
      “……What?”
    

    
      A hand wiping away the moisture flowing from her eyes unexpectedly.
    

    
      Rachel looked up at him blankly.
    

    
      “Your request has been perfectly accomplished.”
    

    
      In the following words, she doubted her own ears.
    

    
      “Look behind.”
    

    
      Rachel looked at Reina.
    

    
      “What! She’s alive!?”
    

    
      “Re, really?”
    

    
      “Yeah! Hey, Rachel! Your sister is alive! She is alive!”
    

    
      Ivan and the 890th Class peers screamed while examining Reina’s condition.
    

    
      Rachel ran to that place again.
    

    
      “Ah…….”
    

    
      It was true.
    

    
      A chest rising and falling faintly but surely.
    

    
      Breaths exhaled regularly.
    

    
      The flames that were burning her body fiercely had disappeared completely, and there were no burn marks or charring either.
    

    
      Reina was fine.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      As soon as she knew that fact, Rachel collapsed backward like a puppet with its strings cut.
    

    
      “Uh uh?”
    

    
      “Ra, Rachel!”
    

    
      Fortunately, Gerard, who was following behind, caught her safely.
    

    
      Thanks to that, the 890th Class cadets ended up in an awkward posture.
    

    
      “……Is Rachel. Okay?”
    

    
      Ivan asked.
    

    
      “As you can see. She lost consciousness because the fatigue that piled up rushed in all at once as the tension was released. She will be fine after resting.”
    

    
      It wasn’t just fatigue.
    

    
      The wounds received from Reina and Loki hadn’t healed yet, so her clothes were damp with leaked blood. 
    

    
      Also, after arriving here in Icata and being kidnapped, she hadn’t even eaten properly until now, so losing consciousness wasn’t strange.
    

    
      “I can recover her. Please leave Ms. Rachel to me.”
    

    
      The Raid Group, now all gathered in one place as the situation ended. Among them, Professor Ilai, whose condition was the most intact, said so and stepped forward.
    

    
      “It is fine.”
    

    
      But for some reason, Gerard firmly rejected her goodwill.
    

    
      And handing Rachel over to Dayle, who was standing behind wearing an eyepatch at some point, he walked somewhere with steady steps.
    

    
      Past the professors and cadets, toward Reina.
    

    
      Afterward, Gerard promptly slung Reina over his shoulder.
    

    
      “Huh? Wa, wait a minute!”
    

    
      “What are you doing right now? She is still a patient!”
    

    
      The professors and cadets, who inadvertently made way for Gerard, approached in surprise, but Clatter, who appeared before they knew it, blocked them.
    

    
      “What…….”
    

    
      “No need to think it's strange. She said with her own mouth that she would give me everything if I saved her sister. Her body. And even her life.”
    

    
      The eyes of the people who heard the words all widened roundly.
    

    
      Gerard continued without caring.
    

    
      “Since I accomplished the request, I am taking the payment. Therefore, Shadow is taking these two.”
    

    
      “What kind of bullshit is that! Do you think i will just watch that happen!?”
    

    
      Karina hurriedly raised her staff and tried to stop Gerard.
    

    
      It wasn’t just her.
    

    
      Ivan and Gwyn.
    

    
      And other professors also noticed the situation turning and surrounded Gerard and Dayle to block them from escaping.
    

    
      But as if he already expected it, Gerard sent a signal with his eyes.
    

    
      Two iron balls that appeared with a ping sound rolled between people’s legs.
    

    
      Right after.
    

    
      Hisss!
    

    
      Iron balls spinning at tremendous speed and spraying black gas in all directions.
    

    
      “What!”
    

    
      “Blow it away quickly…… Cough! Cough!”
    

    
      It was truly in an instant that the black gas formed a thick fog.
    

    
      It was the magitech tool ‘Shadowless Bomb’ created by Dayle supplementing and improving the soot bomb, a weapon of the Darkness Council.
    

    
      Thrown secretly by Dayle as soon as he received Gerard’s signal.
    

    
      The toxic gas spewed by the Shadowless Bomb made minds dizzy, and the thick fog that rose at a rapid speed completely blocked people’s vision.
    

    
      Because they were gathered together until just a moment ago, the confusion aggravated, and in the meantime, they didn’t even notice Gerard and Dayle escaping.
    

    
      “Cough! Someone clear this away!”
    

    
      Cadets and professors who learned wind attribute magic hurriedly blew away the fog.
    

    
      But even that took time. Because the wind attribute magic they learned was at most the 2nd Circle [Gust], which lacked power.
    

    
      Eventually, the fog of the Shadowless Bomb could be completely suppressed only after Allen Desico stepped forward.
    

    
      “Damn it…….”
    

    
      Allen Desico, who blew away the fog, wiped the blood flowing down his nose with an exhausted expression and spat out a curse.
    

    
      It was the aftereffect of using [Spatial Leap] like crazy in continuous battles.
    

    
      A headache surged as if his brain was being squeezed due to the overheated mana circuits.
    

    
      However, what made him angrier than such pain was the situation in front of his eyes.
    

    
      “They ran away as expected.”
    

    
      It was as expected.
    

    
      He blew away the fog as fast as he could, but as expected, the thieves of Shadow had disappeared taking advantage of that short confusion.
    

    
      “Damn.”
    

    
      He couldn’t even think of chasing them.
    

    
      Because the elusive tracks and dazzling performances Shadow had shown so far made them passive.
    

    
      “You look like drowned rats.”
    

    
      However, the situation changed rapidly with the appearance of a totally unexpected group.
    

    
      They were wearing red robes as a uniform.
    

    
      On their chests, a mark in the shape of a staff wrapped in flames was embroidered in gold, and seeing that outfit and mark, the professors couldn’t say anything even at the mockery of being drowned rats.
    

    
      The crest of a staff wrapped in flames.
    

    
      That was exactly the symbol of the Zain Family.
    

    
      “How are you here?”
    

    
      Among them, a young man with a cold impression standing out.
    

    
      Allen Desico, seeing him, opened his eyes wide.
    

    
      “I came into Icata yesterday.”
    

    
      The young man, who answered in a blunt tone like his impression, passed him and stood tall in front of one person.
    

    
      It was Karina.
    

    
      “Have you been well, Karina?”
    

    
      “……Zairo.”
    

    
      The eldest son of the Zain Family.
    

    
      Zairo Zain smiled faintly looking at Karina.
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      “I am sad. Seeing my brother after a long time, and you have that kind of expression.”
    

    
      Zairo smiled affectionately and placed his hand on Karina’s head.
    

    
      Karina’s body flinched and trembled.
    

    
      “……You came?”
    

    
      She forced the corners of her mouth up.
    

    
      Zairo, nodding in satisfaction.
    

    
      “Yes. I heard a demon appeared. Where is the demon?”
    

    
      He immediately brought up the purpose of coming here and asked.
    

    
      “……Th, that is.”
    

    
      Karina hesitated before answering.
    

    
      “It’s dead.”
    

    
      “Oh, is that true!”
    

    
      Zairo’s pupils dilated greatly.
    

    
      A genuinely surprised expression.
    

    
      “To kill a demon. According to records, killing a demon is useless with normal methods, and one must possess a status befitting it?”
    

    
      Afterward, he was genuinely delighted.
    

    
      “You must have worked hard while I was gone? Father will be very proud.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “Yes. Of course, this brother is also truly proud of you. What are you doing? Tell me quickly. How did you kill the demon? Also, where is its corpse? I want to see with my own eyes the end of the demon hunted by my sister’s hands.”
    

    
      Karina bit her lip.
    

    
      As expected.
    

    
      Zairo thought it was she who killed the demon.
    

    
      No.
    

    
      He was completely certain of it.
    

    
      Even though there were so many people here.
    

    
      Even though there were professors superior to her mixed in.
    

    
      It wasn’t anything special.
    

    
      Because this was Zairo’s pathological nature.
    

    
      -The world exists for Zain.
    

    
      It was the sentence that best summarized his way of thinking.
    

    
      Commonly called bloodline supremacy.
    

    
      A discriminatory concept mainly appearing among members of families with long history and tradition who exercise immense influence on the country.
    

    
      Karina also possessed this elitism, and she too didn’t particularly hide this ideology but revealed it proudly.
    

    
      But Zairo was different.
    

    
      The degree of arrogance couldn’t be compared to Karina.
    

    
      He was filled with pride for Zain to his very bones.
    

    
      The way he expressed it was also quite malicious,
    

    
      Unlike Karina who openly expressed it in words, Zairo didn’t reveal it outwardly.
    

    
      He expressed it through atmosphere, actions, and gaze.
    

    
      Just like right now.
    

    
      “Hmm? Why is your expression like that? Don’t tell me you…….”
    

    
      Zairo’s atmosphere cooled down in an instant.
    

    
      With a face completely contrasting with the previous one that looked at Karina affectionately, he continued.
    

    
      “……Don’t tell me it wasn’t you who killed the demon, but something else?”
    

    
      “The one who killed the demon is Skull Mask.”
    

    
      Then someone intervened.
    

    
      It was Chaser, who was watching the situation from the side.
    

    
      “Long time no see, Zairo. Have you been well?”
    

    
      “It is a conversation between Zain blood kin. Know your place before interrupting.”
    

    
      “……Still the same.”
    

    
      Chaser shook his head with a bitter smile at the expected reaction.
    

    
      Zairo, who silenced Chaser without even giving him a glance, asked Karina again.
    

    
      “Is that strange thing’s words true? That the one who killed the demon isn’t you, but Skull Mask?”
    

    
      “……Yeah.”
    

    
      “How pathetic. To have the credit snatched by a thief. I was a fool to expect a slightly grown version of you.”
    

    
      Karina lowered her head.
    

    
      Her hand holding the staff gripped tightly.
    

    
      It was an expected reaction, but being openly rebuked in front of so many people was hard to endure.
    

    
      But what made her angrier than anything was that she lacked the courage to refute his words.
    

    
      ‘Karina can never escape Zairo’s shadow.’
    

    
      A saying implicitly spread within the Zain family.
    

    
      It was frustrating, but true.
    

    
      Karina’s eyes turned to Zairo’s chest. A badge symbolizing the leader of a group was attached next to the Zain crest.
    

    
      ‘He became the captain.’
    

    
      While she had just escaped being a new cadet.
    

    
      No matter how hard she tried, he was always ahead of her, and no matter how vigorously she ran, she couldn’t escape his shadow.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Zairo, who quietly watched Karina looking dejected like that, returned to his subordinates.
    

    
      There was no comfort.
    

    
      And no further business either.
    

    
      “They say Skull Mask caught the demon.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “Changing target. From this time on, our target is Skull Mask and his gang.”
    

    
      Zairo, who gave the order in a small but firm voice, immediately left the Plaza of Valor with his subordinates.
    

    
      “Phew.”
    

    
      Only then did the people, crushed by the energy and pressure they exuded, exhale all at once.
    

    
      Most of them realized just now that they had been breathing shallowly due to how tense they were.
    

    
      “Is that the famous Evil Eradication Squad of Zain? Why is the atmosphere like that? They don’t seem human.”
    

    
      “They said they only operate outside the Empire, but to think I would meet them in person.”
    

    
      “They were much scarier than I heard.”
    

    
      Evil Eradication Squad.
    

    
      Externally known to belong to the Special Magic Corps, but practically, it was an independent unit belonging to the Zain family.
    

    
      Because they were entirely composed only of Zain family blood kin.
    

    
      All 5th Circle Mages who learned ‘only’ the fire attribute.
    

    
      Operating as a small elite group, the only person who knew the exact number of unit members was the captain of the unit.
    

    
      And the one with final command authority was not the Corps Commander of the Special Magic Corps, but the Patriarch of the Zain family.
    

    
      Everything was confidential except that their main area of activity was outside the Empire.
    

    
      Thanks to this uniqueness, the mystique they possessed was famous even within the Empire.
    

    
      Not long after they left, the Central Knights and the Capital Army arrived, and the situation began to settle.
    

    
      The Vice-Dean returned and received reports, and Officer Baron went to the Central Knights side and conveyed what happened here.
    

    
      Chaser and Ronica had an interview with a journalist from Royal Dream, and a small disturbance occurred when Allen intervened very briefly in the middle, but it ended as a short happening.
    

    
      People belonging to the Academy organized the chaotic campus as if they were one body, and professors recorded the damages incurred from this incident.
    

    
      “By the way, didn’t they say they were going to catch Skull Mask before they left just now?”
    

    
      “……Huh? They?”
    

    
      “No. I mean the Evil Eradication Squad. Did you forget?”
    

    
      “Ah! That’s right!”
    

    
      And.
    

    
      Not long after the typhoon called the Demon Invasion passed, another typhoon was rushing in.
    

    
      “Wait a minute. What did you say just now?”
    

    
      “Eh? Me? More importantly, who…….”
    

    
      “Haha. I am Luslo, a journalist from Royal Dream. Hello?”
    

    
      “Ah, yes. Well.”
    

    
      “More importantly, you said just now that the Evil Eradication Squad went to catch Shadow…….”
    

    
      People’s interest immediately focused there.
    

    
      It was only natural, as Shadow was a thief group that drove topics with ridiculous performances wherever they went.
    

    
      And the Evil Eradication Squad that declared to catch them is the Empire’s strongest mage organization.
    

    
      What will happen?
    

    
      And who will win.
    

    
      ‘This is huge. Really huge.’
    

    
      A serial killer was actually a demon from the past.
    

    
      Not only was that demon known as an Academy cadet, but it turned out to be a cadet’s sister.
    

    
      And the one who caught such a demon is Shadow, whom there is much talk about whether they are villains or heroes.
    

    
      Just this alone is huge scoop material, but the Evil Eradication Squad appearing at the end did what? Declared war on Shadow?
    

    
      Luslo smirked, anticipating the atmosphere of the Empire that would explode after seeing this newspaper the next day.
    

    
      From old times, stories like ‘who wins if this side fights that side’ are topics and interests inherent in human instinct that everyone, regardless of age, loves to chatter about.
    

    
      ‘Crazy. I’m already looking forward to it too?’
    

    
      Perhaps the clash between these two forces might have happened someday.
    

    
      Just that the event called the Demon Appearance hastened that time.
    

    
      Karina, whose self-esteem and mood had plummeted due to Zairo’s appearance and was feeling down, also saw that interview while returning to the dormitory by chance.
    

    
      And fell into thought.
    

    
      She was also curious about the result.
    

    
      Furthermore, since she had even seen Zairo’s journal at the mansion, she knew that the confrontation between the two forces was not the first time.
    

    
      10 years ago, the ‘Fall of the Moon’ where Shadow was erased from the world.
    

    
      The Evil Eradication Squad existed at the center of it.
    

    
      Will the past repeat itself?
    

    
      Or will it be written anew.
    

    
      The Evil Eradication Squad is composed of her blood relatives, and the person leading it was also someone she had watched since childhood.
    

    
      Karina knew well how amazing people they were, and also how amazing Zairo Zain, who came to lead them at a young age, was.
    

    
      But.
    

    
      For some reason, Karina thought Zairo might lose for the first time.
    

    
      Why?
    

    
      She couldn’t pinpoint exactly why, but there is this.
    

    
      That Shadow always exceeded common sense and expectations.
    

    
      Of course, it must have been the same 10 years ago when they fought the Evil Eradication Squad, but…….
    

    
      Back then.
    

    
      ‘Skull Mask wasn’t there, was he?’
    

    
      Separately, Karina still held personal feelings toward him.
    

    
      ‘I still have a lot to pay back, but even that Skull Mask is taken by Zairo? Absolutely not.’
    

    
      Zairo Zain was leading the Evil Eradication Squad.
    

    
      It means he got one step closer to the owner of the family.
    

    
      In fact, it would be fine to see him as the next Patriarch.
    

    
      But Karina believed there was still a chance for a turnaround, and she thought that chance was exactly catching Skull Mask.
    

    
      And the next morning.
    

    
      Karina, who opened the Royal Dream delivered to the front of the dormitory door as soon as she woke up, couldn’t hide the smile of joy on her face.
    

    
      The situation was like this.
    

    
      Perhaps it was too much to escape the campus covered with knights and soldiers carrying the two unconscious sisters, Rachel and Reina, so Shadow eventually got caught by the Evil Eradication Squad.
    

    
      Like that, the two forces clashed.
    

    
      But, surprisingly, the result was a crushing defeat for the Evil Eradication Squad.
    

    
      A single photo was printed along with a few short articles on the last page, which contained the image of Zairo Zain kneeling on one knee with a stiffly frozen expression.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “Senior!”
    

    
      I woke up from sleep with the voice ringing in my head as soon as morning came.
    

    
      “Senior! Senior Gerard!”
    

    
      It wasn’t a dream.
    

    
      Someone was actually shouting.
    

    
      I jumped up and opened the window.
    

    
      I saw Yuria shouting my name loudly in front of the main gate of the male dormitory.
    

    
      When our eyes met, Yuria smiled brightly and waved her hand.
    

    
      “……What is it?”
    

    
      I waved back for now and returned to the room.
    

    
      And looked at the clock.
    

    
      Only then did I realize the sun was already high in the sky and frowned.
    

    
      “Damn it. I really overslept.”
    

    
      Now that I look, I was still wearing Shadow’s leather suit.
    

    
      “This is crazy.”
    

    
      Someone didn’t see when I looked out the window, right?
    

    
      Yuria must have seen, but from where she was, she wouldn’t have seen below my neck.
    

    
      “Haa. Where did I leave my mind while living.”
    

    
      I roughly washed my face and got ready to go out.
    

    
      And traced my memory.
    

    
      Early this morning.
    

    
      Meaning, I somehow brought the two sisters, Rachel and Reina, to Lunatic and entered the dormitory.
    

    
      And passed out just like that without changing clothes.
    

    
      It was tiring.
    

    
      The battle with Lilith, and accepting Uriel’s power.
    

    
      I realized personally only now that the recoil is immense when accepting the power of a transcendent existence into the body.
    

    
      ‘Also, there was the pursuit of the Evil Eradication Squad.’
    

    
      I faced that guy, Zairo Zain, whom I hated facing the most after possessing a villain’s body, for the first time.
    

    
      And the battle that broke out immediately.
    

    
      If not for Dayle, I probably would have died right there.
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      To summarize the situation at that time briefly, the strategy of focusing fire on Zairo Zain was effective.
    

    
      The members of the Evil Eradication Squad were five, including Zairo.
    

    
      Among them, Dayle marked four through mana interference, and Clatter and I cooperated to target Zairo.
    

    
      Right.
    

    
      In vulgar terms, we gang-banged him, and it worked properly.
    

    
      Especially, perhaps due to memories from his past life, Clatter drove Zairo as if he would half-kill him, and as soon as a rib thrown by Clatter pierced Zairo’s shoulder, they gave up the pursuit and switched their combat stance to protecting Zairo.
    

    
      In that gap, we were able to escape the Academy easily.
    

    
      ‘It wouldn’t have been strange if I passed out as soon as I arrived.’
    

    
      When I opened the door, I saw a newspaper that had fallen on the floor.
    

    
      It’s today’s Royal Dream.
    

    
      Judging by its considerable thickness, it seems to cover the events from last night to early this morning. 
    

    
      I was curious about what was written, but I just threw it into the room and came out.
    

    
      “Senior!”
    

    
      Yuria, who was waiting in front of the male dormitory, makes a fuss as soon as she sees me.
    

    
      “Are you okay?”
    

    
      “Huh? About what?”
    

    
      “Yesterday! I am asking if nothing happened to you!”
    

    
      Saying that, she checked here and there on my body, not even giving me a moment to answer that I was fine.
    

    
      “Lower your head for a moment.”
    

    
      “Huh? Why my head…….”
    

    
      I lowered it because she told me to, but why is she lifting my hair to look?
    

    
      “Phew. You look fine.”
    

    
      “No. Why are you doing that?”
    

    
      “You were attacked by a demon yesterday. Men, whether professors or cadets, were all bewitched by her and became slaves. But I thought you became like that too, Senior…….”
    

    
      “Ah.”
    

    
      I smirked.
    

    
      “Nothing happened. Fortunately.”
    

    
      “How? Were you hiding?”
    

    
      “I wasn’t hiding. Where should I start telling the story…… First, shall we go eat something? I just woke up, so I’m hungry.”
    

    
      I naturally spun the lie I thought of while coming out.
    

    
      “You remember we agreed to eat and watch a play in Icata but went to the Academy because I said I had an appointment with the Dean, right?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “But I went there and came back out again.”
    

    
      “……Yes?”
    

    
      “The Dean suggested we go outside. So I came out to Icata again, and thanks to that, I could avoid the accident.”
    

    
      “Ah…….”
    

    
      “I was lucky.”
    

    
      Yuria’s expression turned ambiguous.
    

    
      Eyes mixed wildly with emptiness and doubt.
    

    
      ‘Is it weird?’
    

    
      Well, honestly, I even think it sounds flimsy.
    

    
      Even if I came out to Icata, I wouldn’t have been unaware that an accident had broken out at the Academy, but the Dean and I didn’t show even a nose until the accident broke out and ended.
    

    
      If one dug deeper here, there would be not just one or two suspicious parts.
    

    
      But Yuria wasn’t going to go find Dean Bell Toro personally to ask, and even if she thought of doing so, he was such a hard-to-meet gentleman that there was no worry of my lie being caught.
    

    
      ‘Also, Yuria isn’t the type to do that.’
    

    
      As expected, Yuria didn’t probe further.
    

    
      Rather, perhaps firmly believing my lie, she adds this guess on her own.
    

    
      “It seems the Dean knew something. So he took you outside, Senior.”
    

    
      “……Is that so?”
    

    
      “It must be. The Dean took you out to save you from the demon’s hands, Senior. The Dean cherishes you especially, Senior.”
    

    
      I don’t know about cherishing, but that human does think of me specially.
    

    
      But doesn’t that mean he doesn’t care what happens to the other kids he doesn’t cherish?
    

    
      It seemed Yuria thought of Dean Bell Toro as a very cold-hearted and scary human.
    

    
      “Is something like that important? What’s important is that nothing happened.”
    

    
      To change the subject, I raised my hand, ruffled Yuria’s hair messily, and asked.
    

    
      “So. Were you worried about me?”
    

    
      “Ugh. Of course. If you were bewitched by the demon, I would have had to fight you, Senior. Do you know how nervous I was thinking that might really happen?”
    

    
      “Then it would have been fun?”
    

    
      “It’s not fun.”
    

    
      “Just tell me a bit about what happened inside. Looking at Royal Dream, it seems Skull Mask played an active role again.”
    

    
      Yuria excitedly told me about the things that happened yesterday.
    

    
      She also told me about the various repercussions covered in Royal Dream, so thanks to that, I didn’t have to go back and read Royal Dream.
    

    
      What we did after eating was Academy repair work.
    

    
      Organizing and cleaning up the facilities damaged by the demon invasion.
    

    
      While filling the hallowed ground of the training field, I recalled the events of yesterday.
    

    
      ‘Uriel.’
    

    
      Numerous questions follow.
    

    
      She knows my true identity from another place.
    

    
      Furthermore, the mention that she had been watching me.
    

    
      I had long abandoned the thought that this place was inside a game.
    

    
      I was aware that this was another reality different from Earth and I roughly felt that there were existences called gods.
    

    
      ‘Because only with such things do all these events make sense.’
    

    
      However, I didn’t think a god would hold my fate in their hands and toy with it.
    

    
      That all these processes where I struggled for survival after possessing Gerard’s body were merely entertainment for them…… Ah. Honestly, this is hard to tolerate.
    

    
      Of course, I can’t jump to conclusions yet.
    

    
      These are problems I can only know by meeting Uriel and talking to her.
    

    
      Why and how did I come into this world?
    

    
      Also, can I return to my original world?
    

    
      If I see the game’s ending. Thinking I would naturally know the answer if I caught the resurrected Great Demon and saved the world, these were problems I had just pushed back indefinitely.
    

    
      At the time, solving the survival problem right in front of my eyes was the urgent priority.
    

    
      But not now.
    

    
      Right. I had never properly pondered the primal problem of ‘how to escape this world’ until now.
    

    
      A Master who must rebuild the thief guild called Shadow.
    

    
      Navigating through various dangers is a natural procedure, and I am in that process now.
    

    
      Saving the continent from the approaching threat of evil is the same.
    

    
      I am in that process.
    

    
      And when I accomplished all this, I never thought about what I should do.
    

    
      ‘Did I really intend to just settle down and live here?’
    

    
      Not as Lee Hyuk of Earth, but as Gerard?
    

    
      I think I was thinking that way implicitly.
    

    
      If there is no way to return, I would have to, but…… what if there is a way to return?
    

    
      What choice should I make then?
    

    
      ‘I should think about it.’
    

    
      Hmm. My head is complicated.
    

    
      I wanted to meet Uriel one more time.
    

    
      If I talk to her, many questions will be resolved.
    

    
      However, to meet her and have a conversation, there was something I had to solve first.
    

    
      [Enter the Minas Forest and destroy the Dimensional Harmonization Device within it.]
    

    
      This was what Uriel demanded of me in exchange for lending me power.
    

    
      Not asking for my eyes, other body parts, beautiful jewels, artifacts, or my life.
    

    
      In exchange for lending me the power to save Reina, she requested a commission from me.
    

    
      [You must have many questions. But I cannot answer them now.]
    

    
      [Roland will tell you the detailed story about the request.]
    

    
      Well, for me, it was a request I had no choice but to accept.
    

    
      I don’t know where Minas Forest is or what the Dimensional Harmonization Device is, but she said she would lend me the power to save Reina and annihilate the demon, so what is there to be picky about?
    

    
      Rather, at that time, I felt fortunate that she didn’t take my eyes.
    

    
      But now that the job is done, I suddenly become curious.
    

    
      Minas Forest and Dimensional Harmonization Device.
    

    
      Both keywords are words that even I, who cleared ‘Heroes of Frey’ over dozens of times, have never heard of.
    

    
      ‘It’s not a damn difficult request, is it?’
    

    
      I don’t know.
    

    
      Still, since it’s a request entrusted by an angel, wouldn’t it be of high difficulty?
    

    
      ‘I can’t even cancel it since the payment was made in advance.’
    

    
      I felt I would get the rough picture only after meeting Roland first.
    

    
      Anyway, I had to go to the Cathedral to return the borrowed sword. I can drop by Lunatic later and then go visit him.
    

    
      ‘But, nothing bad will happen because I borrowed the sword, right?’
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Underground secret chamber of the Cathedral.
    

    
      Two men were facing each other there with a single candle between them.
    

    
      One was a man with long flowing hair and a stylishly grown beard.
    

    
      Judging by the fact that he was wearing the uniform of the Max Paladins, he appeared to be a Paladin of the Holy Kingdom.
    

    
      The one on the opposite side had both eyes covered with a pure white cloth.
    

    
      Similarly, he was also wearing a uniform, but the strange thing was that his hands and feet were tied to the chair.
    

    
      He was Roland, who had been relieved of his position and detained in the Cathedral for committing blasphemy.
    

    
      “Why on earth did you do such a thing?”
    

    
      At that moment, the long-haired Paladin spoke first.
    

    
      His name was Martin.
    

    
      He was the Vice-Commander of the Max Paladins, just like Roland.
    

    
      “Talk comfortably even now. It’s just the two of us here right now. You can talk to me honestly, can’t you?”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “Are you really going to be like this? I thought Roland, you and I, were quite special to each other. Was it just my own delusion?”
    

    
      When Martin spoke with a voice full of disappointment, Roland, who had kept his mouth shut until now, spoke.
    

    
      “Didn’t I keep telling you before? I just entered there by coincidence.”
    

    
      “That story again? You didn’t know Minas Forest was a sanctuary?”
    

    
      “That is correct.”
    

    
      Martin burst into a smirk.
    

    
      “Don’t lie. If you are a Paladin, you can’t not know that Minas Forest is a sanctuary. Furthermore, if it’s you, Roland, you couldn’t possibly not know.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “To lie even to me. I am really disappointed.”
    

    
      “It is not a lie. Of course, I know Minas Forest is a sanctuary. However, I am telling you that I didn’t know the place I went to was Minas Forest. As you can see, aren’t I in this state?”
    

    
      Roland, having finished speaking, thrust his face close to the candle.
    

    
      As the reddish light illuminated Roland’s face, a dark shadow was cast on the sunken eye sockets under the pure white cloth.
    

    
      “Ahem.”
    

    
      Martin cleared his throat and frowned.
    

    
      “If you could see, you would have known that place was Minas Forest.”
    

    
      “Well, that could be true. But the Cult won’t believe those words. The Commander as well.”
    

    
      Of course, Martin also didn’t believe his words.
    

    
      Roland was someone who navigated better than people with eyes despite having none.
    

    
      “They think you entered the sanctuary harboring wicked intentions. No, they seem half convinced.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “Listen carefully, Roland. I want to help you. Why do you think I ran all the way to the distant Icata? Wouldn’t it be to help you, my friend? Then you have to trust me and talk honestly.”
    

    
      “I told you honestly.”
    

    
      “Right. Of course, I know too. But…… as soon as I arrived in Icata this morning, I heard an interesting story.”
    

    
      Martin put down what he was holding in his hand on the table.
    

    
      It was Royal Dream.
    

    
      “The demon Lilith that appeared at the Academy. And the one who exorcised it was Skull Mask. I heard Skull Mask is a famous thief shaking up Icata recently?”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “But there was talk that the sword that the thief was holding was a holy sword. Here, the article text says ‘a dazzling rope bound Lilith’. This, it’s the power of the Devil Slayer you possess. Also, there’s no way a mere thief could have exorcised a demon.”
    

    
      Roland is still silent.
    

    
      Toward him, Martin asked.
    

    
      “Roland. Where did the sword go? Don’t tell me you handed the holy sword over to a thief?”
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      A heavy silence settled in the basement.
    

    
      Roland did not answer, perhaps because he did not have the sword, or perhaps because he was thinking of an excuse. Martin waited leisurely for Roland’s answer.
    

    
      That was right.
    

    
      Martin was at ease.
    

    
      In fact, he already knew.
    

    
      Although he borrowed the expression ‘circumstantially’, he knew the fact that the rope binding the demon mentioned in Royal Dream was the Devil Slayer’s [Chains of Light], and that the person who used it was Skull Mask.
    

    
      He had already verified all the facts before leading Roland into interrogation.
    

    
      ‘Now. What excuse will you make this time?’
    

    
      Just as Martin was waiting like that, Roland’s lips finally parted.
    

    
      And the answer he brought out was like a blow to the back of Martin’s head.
    

    
      “It was stolen.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Martin blinked, dumbfounded.
    

    
      Did I hear that wrong?
    

    
      “……What did you say?”
    

    
      “I said it was stolen.”
    

    
      “You? Ah, no. Your sword?”
    

    
      “It is my sword. To summarize, Skull Mask, who broke into the Cathedral, stole the Devil Slayer from me. It can be summarized like this.”
    

    
      It was bullshit.
    

    
      At least to Martin’s ears.
    

    
      “Skull Mask subdued you, the Deputy Commander of the Max Paladins? That makes no sense! How could a mere thief do that!?”
    

    
      “It might be hard to believe, but he is not a mere thief. He was stronger than I thought. Even you would probably struggle, Martin.”
    

    
      “Don’t spout nonsense, Roland. I didn’t come here to play word games.”
    

    
      To think he would place a thief on the same level as himself, who had trained with the sword for the Order his entire life.
    

    
      Martin’s expression hardened stiffly, his pride cracked.
    

    
      “If you’re going to lie, make it plausible. Did you throw away even your pride as a paladin just because you were relieved of your position?”
    

    
      “It is not a lie. Wasn’t even my divinity sealed?”
    

    
      “Even so, it makes no sense for you to lose to a thief.”
    

    
      “Even though that thief defeated a demon?”
    

    
      “The Academy professors must have helped. Since you lent him the Devil Slayer, it wouldn’t have been a difficult task.”
    

    
      Roland shook his head.
    

    
      In reality, Martin’s words were correct. It was true that he lent it, not that it was taken.
    

    
      But it was a fact that he had been defeated by the thief, yet words simply would not get through.
    

    
      That did not mean he couldn’t understand Martin’s feelings at all.
    

    
      Martin was evaluated to be behind Roland in every aspect.
    

    
      So the moment he acknowledged Roland’s defeat, Martin would naturally lose to Skull Mask as well, so it was understandable that he would deny it while grinding his teeth.
    

    
      “Roland. I clearly gave you several opportunities. But you ignored my sincerity and made up ridiculous lies and excuses to mock me and the Commander. And the Order. Therefore, as of this moment, I, Martin, will consider you, Roland, a ‘Villain’ who colluded with a thief to trespass into the sanctuary and hand over the Order’s property.”
    

    
      “……!”
    

    
      “You are no longer a paladin, Roland. You are a Villain. As soon as tomorrow morning comes, I will hand your custody over to the Central Knights.”
    

    
      “I cannot understand. To consider me a Villain just based on the single fact that my holy sword was in his hands. Do you have the authority to do that?”
    

    
      As if he had been waiting, Martin took a document out of his bosom and shook it.
    

    
      “Do you know what this is, Roland?”
    

    
      “I do not.”
    

    
      “Ah, sorry. You can’t see it, can you? This is. It is a proxy authority document issued by the Commander and approved by His Holiness the Saint Emperor. You cannot see it, but the seals of both characters are stamped here.”
    

    
      Only then grasping the situation, Roland let out a low laugh.
    

    
      “Now that I see, you came fully prepared. If you were going to do this, why did you beat around the bush so much? You should have just delivered the sentence from the start.”
    

    
      Martin looked down at Roland, then suddenly brought his face close to Roland’s ear.
    

    
      Then he smiled brightly.
    

    
      “Because this way is more fun, isn’t it?”
    

    
      Martin, revealing his true colors, continued speaking.
    

    
      “Hey, Roland. You probably don’t know how fucking shitty and hard my days have been because of you. But I guess you never know with worldly affairs. To think things would work out this well. Is Max Obje finally listening to my prayers? Kukhuk.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “Why? Are you resentful? Why did you join hands with a thief, then? That bastard. They say he dug up the graves of the past Archbishops who preached the faith for a long time here in Icata and even stole their remains. You will have to take the fall for that crime intact. In other words, this means it is the end.”
    

    
      Tap, tap, Martin patted Roland’s shoulder.
    

    
      His eyes looking at Roland were filled with envy and jealousy.
    

    
      “Now the position of the next Commander is mine, Roland.”
    

    
      “Should I offer you congratulations?”
    

    
      “Sorry, but I don’t really want to receive congratulations from a Villain. It’s filthy, isn’t it?”
    

    
      Martin, who raised the corners of his mouth in a smirk, straightened his body.
    

    
      As if there was no more business to attend to.
    

    
      “Any words regarding the punishment I’ve handed down?”
    

    
      “None.”
    

    
      “Even if you had any, nothing would have changed much anyway. Anyway, this is the last moment you and I will face each other. Since we won’t meet anymore once you go to the Central Knights.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “Farewell. Goodbye.”
    

    
      With a thud, the secret room’s door closed and silence returned.
    

    
      As the candle went out, darkness settled on the surroundings.
    

    
      Roland, tied to the chair, raised his head.
    

    
      Steady breathing.
    

    
      A dry face without any emotion, let alone fear or worry.
    

    
      Sitting like that, Roland rested his head toward the iron door as if waiting for someone.
    

    
      Roland knew.
    

    
      Before long, that door would open, and he would come to find him.
    

    
      The man his goddess had chosen.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “Oh! You’re here, Boss?”
    

    
      “Welcome back.”
    

    
      When I arrived at Lunatic, Dayle and Luis greeted me.
    

    
      And one more person.
    

    
      “Skull Mask!”
    

    
      Rachel.
    

    
      As soon as she saw me, she ran over thumping her feet and hugged my body tight.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Hm.
    

    
      I ended up getting hugged in the spur of the moment.
    

    
      Judging by how the front of my chest is getting slightly damp, I know why Rachel is doing this and what state she is in without needing to look.
    

    
      “Huk…… Thank you. Really.”
    

    
      Rachel is crying in my arms.
    

    
      But, she is crying not because she is sad, but because she is happy and glad.
    

    
      ‘That’s a relief.’
    

    
      My heart feels warm.
    

    
      It might be because of the tears Rachel shed…… or I just feel proud too. Since she is this happy, I felt good along with her.
    

    
      Should I say I feel a sense of accomplishment?
    

    
      Looking at Rachel’s reaction, it seemed there were thankfully no major issues with her sister Reina’s body either.
    

    
      Still, just in case, I glanced at Luis to ask for the result confirmation.
    

    
      I recall we decided to leave the examination to a doctor today.
    

    
      [He says there is no threat to her life. Since her stamina has dropped a lot, he said it would take some time for her to regain consciousness. However…….]
    

    
      At Luis’s continuing report, my brow naturally furrowed.
    

    
      [He says the damage to her left thigh and calf is too severe, so permanent disability might occur. He said it is practically confirmed…….]
    

    
      The probability of the doctor’s misdiagnosis was low.
    

    
      I heard the doctor was introduced as a trustworthy person by Mr. Parnaci.
    

    
      Although he is a doctor whose license was revoked for illegal procedures, his skills are considered the best in the back alleys.
    

    
      Since it is the diagnosis of such a person, it was fine to view it as an established fact.
    

    
      [What about treatment? Is it impossible with surgical operation?]
    

    
      [It is possible, but he says it is better not to get our hopes up because her body is so weak. Miss Rachel knows this too.]
    

    
      I first nodded and then glanced down at Rachel.
    

    
      Rachel and Reina.
    

    
      I already had something in mind regarding the two sisters’ dwelling.
    

    
      “There is no need to be thankful. I merely completed the request you entrusted to me as promised. Now it is your turn to keep the promise.”
    

    
      “Ah. That’s right.”
    

    
      Rachel, who pulled away from my chest, roughly wiped her messy face with her arm and shouted quite boldly.
    

    
      “Just give the order. I’ll do anything. If you tell me to break the Beltus guys, I’ll go out right now and smash them all, and if you tell me to jump into fire, I’ll jump. Oh right! Did you receive the data I gave to Luis? Look at that first.”
    

    
      “Data?”
    

    
      “Ah, you know. The thing I was originally going to give you as payment for the Bishop Lutus request.”
    

    
      Ah. There was that.
    

    
      I was forgetting.
    

    
      ‘Did she say it was top secret intelligence that only she knew?’
    

    
      “Where is it?”
    

    
      “I still have it with me, shall I bring it to you?”
    

    
      “No. Keep it.”
    

    
      “Why? Are you not going to check it right away? Do you know how much I suffered to get that?”
    

    
      Rachel seemed regrettably disappointed.
    

    
      Curiosity rises even more seeing her act like that over how great it supposedly is, but unfortunately, I had something I had to do first right now.
    

    
      “There is a place I must go first. I will look at it immediately after I return.”
    

    
      “Then I will prepare it on the desk in the office so you can see it right away.”
    

    
      “Okay.”
    

    
      I headed straight to the Cathedral.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      ‘What the. He’s not here?’
    

    
      I, having entered the inner garden of the Cathedral hiding in the shadows created by the bright moonlight, tilted my head.
    

    
      Just when I came before, Roland was detained inside the chapel building.
    

    
      But there was no one around the chapel or inside the building.
    

    
      No, it wasn’t that there was no one.
    

    
      Three men I was seeing for the first time were there.
    

    
      They weren’t wearing clerical robes, nor did they look like the military chaplains stationed at the Cathedral standing guard.
    

    
      ‘……Who are they? Citizens here for dawn prayer?’
    

    
      But the way they gathered their heads together and whispered smelled way too fishy for that. When I used [Stealth] to approach them and heightened my senses, the story they were sharing dug into my ears.
    

    
      “Is this okay?”
    

    
      “Yeah. It’s a matter the Commander has already approved too.”
    

    
      “Anyway, I can’t believe it. That Roland joined hands with a thief. Uh. Then does that mean entering Minas Forest was also surely……?”
    

    
      “We have to assume he received instructions from Skull Mask or whatever.”
    

    
      Huh?
    

    
      My instructions?
    

    
      Thinking what kind of bullshit that was, I sharpened my sense of touch further.
    

    
      “But if Skull Mask defeated the demon thanks to Sir Roland giving him the holy sword, isn’t that a desirable outcome consequentially? Also, there is a lot of talk out here that Skull Mask is a hero, not a Villain.”
    

    
      “Hmph. Have you seen a hero commit theft? Just for causing a scene at the Cathedral last time and damaging the mausoleum, Skull Mask deserves summary judgment.”
    

    
      “……That is also true.”
    

    
      “Anyway, the Deputy Commander must not feel good either. Since he was quite a close friend with Sir Roland.”
    

    
      “Well. He was.”
    

    
      Lying.
    

    
      It was visible from the direction I was looking.
    

    
      The human called the Deputy Commander bowed his head pretending to be miserable, but he was wearing a smile on his lips that he couldn’t hide.
    

    
      Since a while ago, he smells fishy; he is a human I don’t like in many ways.
    

    
      “Still, he has to be punished. Someone is scheduled to come from the Central Knights tomorrow morning. When they come, guide them to the basement.”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      Like that, the conversation ended.
    

    
      Either way, I luckily ended up overhearing various information in an unexpected place.
    

    
      Among them, the most surprising thing was the reason Roland was detained here.
    

    
      ‘It seems he was detained for entering Minas Forest?’
    

    
      Minas Forest was also the destination I had to go to in order to perform Uriel’s request.
    

    
      Then don’t tell me Roland also entered there upon receiving Uriel’s instructions and got caught?
    

    
      ‘Just what is the Dimensional Harmonization Device hidden there? Just what is it and how is it used that they hide it to that extent and Uriel wants to destroy it?’
    

    
      Just what is Uriel’s purpose?
    

    
      Minas Forest.
    

    
      A secret place even I, a veteran gamer, had never heard of.
    

    
      A forbidden land where even capable paladins get dragged out for the crime of blasphemy if they enter wrongly.
    

    
      The difficulty level is naturally predicted, so the thought ‘I’m screwed’ naturally comes to mind.
    

    
      ‘Fuck.’
    

    
      I don’t know.
    

    
      However, I cannot erase the feeling of approaching a new truth I hadn’t known until now.
    

    
      Whatever it is, I have to do it now.
    

    
      Setting aside the fact that I already received the upfront payment, because I am curious.
    

    
      Having organized my thoughts, I immediately moved my body.
    

    
      Towards the chapel basement where Roland is trapped.
    

    

  
    Chapter 202: Chapter 202

    
      Chapter 202: The Root of All Evil (1)
    

    
      ‘It is here.’
    

    
      I went down the remaining stairs and stood in front of the iron door of the basement.
    

    
      The faint sound of breathing felt from inside. It was the place where Roland was confined.
    

    
      ‘It’s locked.’
    

    
      I grabbed the doorknob and turned it, but it only went halfway.
    

    
      However, I did not care.
    

    
      I immediately used the Thievery Art [Unlock].
    

    
      Click!
    

    
      The locking mechanism was futilely released, and the door opened.
    

    
      I went inside.
    

    
      A room filled with thick darkness. In the center of it, I saw Roland bound.
    

    
      The one who spoke first was Roland, who had been waiting for me.
    

    
      “You have come.”
    

    
      “Oho. You must have known I would come?”
    

    
      “Did you not borrow my sword? I knew from the start that you were not someone who would take it and ignore the rest.”
    

    
      Smirking, I took out the Devil Slayer from the subspace.
    

    
      And as I approached Roland, he spoke again.
    

    
      “Be careful. Sir Martin has installed a trap to catch you…….”
    

    
      Pachik!
    

    
      “…….But. It is already too late.”
    

    
      I stared down blankly.
    

    
      A ring of light that suddenly surged from the floor was tightening around my arms and torso in the blink of an eye.
    

    
      “You sure told me quickly.”
    

    
      “I am sorry.”
    

    
      It wasn’t an apologetic tone at all, but I didn’t care.
    

    
      ‘It is made of divinity.’
    

    
      No wonder.
    

    
      I used the Thievery Art [Detection] like a habit when entering an unfamiliar place now, but this time no energy was picked up.
    

    
      Because it was a trap made of divinity, not mana.
    

    
      “Huhu. As expected, you came.”
    

    
      And, the ones who appeared to have installed it showed up from the back.
    

    
      The three paladins who were in the chapel just a while ago.
    

    
      It was Deputy Commander Martin and his escort knights.
    

    
      “How is it? Roland. Can you still say that you have no contact or connection with Skull Mask even like this?”
    

    
      “Yes? I cannot see anything, so I do not know well.”
    

    
      Martin, who asked with high spirits, furrowed his brow at Roland’s absurd answer.
    

    
      It was again.
    

    
      Roland was feigning ignorance with the excuse that he couldn’t see, just like a moment ago.
    

    
      He was extremely annoyed by that brazen yet slippery appearance, but soon Martin calmed his excitement.
    

    
      Because nothing would change anyway.
    

    
      In his bosom, he had the authority to make an impossible situation into a possible one.
    

    
      Also, he wasn’t the only one here.
    

    
      The escort knights who came down with Martin grasped the flowing context and were angry on his behalf.
    

    
      “The Deputy Commander’s words were true, Sir Roland!”
    

    
      “……To think you joined hands with a Villain. I am truly disappointed!”
    

    
      The smile hovering around Martin’s lips deepened little by little.
    

    
      ‘Right. Get angrier. You guys are the witnesses. Hehe.’
    

    
      With Roland’s disappearance, the position of the next Commander became perfectly his, but he hated the rumors that he became Commander through luck without ability.
    

    
      Until now, there were many aspects he couldn’t show because he was overshadowed by Roland, and if he captured Skull Mask here, there would be no initiation ceremony more successful than that.
    

    
      ‘I wondered if maybe, but I didn’t know the real Skull Mask would come. This is truly a jackpot. An opportunity like no other.’
    

    
      Martin also had eyes and ears, so he knew that various organizations and high-ranking officials of the Frey Empire were suffering headaches recently because of Skull Mask.
    

    
      Skull Mask’s Villain Grade recognized by the Empire was a whopping World Public Enemy.
    

    
      ‘I will perfectly make my mark on His Holiness the Saint Emperor. Kukhuk. Even if I’m lucky, this is too good, isn’t it?’
    

    
      Martin smiled broadly while looking at me bound by the ring.
    

    
      From Martin’s perspective, I was already a caught fish.
    

    
      It had to be so. The ring currently binding me was a Holy Magic called [Ring of Sin].
    

    
      And [Ring of Sin] was a mechanism where the strength of the binding and power increased in proportion to the weight of the sins the target possessed.
    

    
      Therefore, if it was Skull Mask, a World Public Enemy and a Villain who had committed numerous crimes until now, he should never be able to escape the binding of the ring with the weight of that price…… he should have…….
    

    
      ‘.....It’s strange. Why is he so relaxed?’
    

    
      By now, his whole body should be tightening due to the ring and he should be writhing in pain.
    

    
      Far from writhing, Skull Mask and Roland were having a conversation amongst themselves with a relaxed attitude.
    

    
      “Are you alright?”
    

    
      “Why? Are you worried?”
    

    
      “To be honest, I am not that worried.”
    

    
      “It looks like it.”
    

    
      “I would have been disappointed if you were done in by merely that level of Holy Magic. Please dismantle it quickly and return my sword.”
    

    
      An attitude as if they were not even in their consideration.
    

    
      Martin held back his boiling anger and asked.
    

    
      “Hey, Skull Mask. What trick did you use?”
    

    
      “Mm? Trick?”
    

    
      “Oho. Right. It’s an artifact. That’s why you were perfectly fine.”
    

    
      I looked with a puzzled gaze at Martin, who was suddenly asking and answering by himself.
    

    
      What is a trick, and what is he talking about regarding an artifact?
    

    
      “Ah. Are you perhaps talking about this Holy Magic you planted on the floor?”
    

    
      “That’s right.”
    

    
      “I do have artifacts. But I didn’t particularly use one.”
    

    
      As I said that, I put strength into spreading my arms. 
    

    
      The [Ring of Sin] that had been restraining me until now made a Pang! sound and scattered into powder in vain.
    

    
      The paladins opened their mouths at that absurd sight.
    

    
      The one who broke the silence was Martin, who quickly recovered from the shock.
    

    
      He reached out toward the front and grasped a slender ray of light that soared from the ground.
    

    
      Martin’s holy sword that revealed itself, ‘Annasil’.
    

    
      “Hmph. Bluffing. You seem to have a pretty good artifact, but it won’t work on me, Martin. Haap!”
    

    
      Martin, grasping Annasil with both hands, lunged straight at me.
    

    
      And.
    

    
      Clang.
    

    
      Before 3 minutes had passed, he became empty-handed.
    

    
      “Th, this kind of nonsense…….”
    

    
      Martin, who suddenly lost his sword, looked at Annasil fallen on the floor with hollow eyes.
    

    
      He couldn’t believe it.
    

    
      ‘Fuck. W, what just happened right now?’
    

    
      He didn’t know.
    

    
      The arms and movements were too fast, so he couldn’t even know what happened in front of his eyes.
    

    
      Should he say he had cognitive dissonance?
    

    
      Since he could only properly recognize that he had been defeated after hearing the sound of Annasil falling to the floor, it could be said that Martin’s shock was that great.
    

    
      “I told you, didn’t I. He is much stronger than you think.”
    

    
      “Shut up! You blind bastard! He’s just a thief anyway! What are you doing? Attack all at once!”
    

    
      Martin, who silenced the sarcastic Roland by pouring out curses, immediately took out a sword he carried as a spare and then rushed in together with the escort knights.
    

    
      “Haaat!”
    

    
      “Receive the judgment of God!”
    

    
      Those shouts were the last sounds Martin remembered.
    

    
      After that, he lost consciousness.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      I looked at the fallen Martin with blank eyes.
    

    
      ‘What’s up with this?’
    

    
      I tried to suppress him as quickly as possible after inflating my stats using [Starlight]. This is the Cathedral. No matter if I entered secretly, there was no good in dragging out time against them.
    

    
      But I didn’t know it would end this futilely.
    

    
      “There is no need to be bewildered. It is because he underestimated you. The emotion a paladin must keep away, arrogance, is Sir Martin’s greatest weakness.”
    

    
      Roland was right.
    

    
      Considering the power felt when we first clashed, he wasn’t a guy without skill. It was just that his mindset couldn’t keep up with his skill.
    

    
      ‘So I should take this.’
    

    
      I smiled proudly as I packed the holy sword the Deputy Commander dropped.
    

    
      Traditionally, a good weapon reveals its true value only when it meets a good master.
    

    
      To that bearded man, this sword is an undeserved weapon.
    

    
      At that moment, Roland asked from behind.
    

    
      “Are you trying to steal it?”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      ……Is this bastard really unable to see?
    

    
      Isn’t this a cosplay?
    

    
      “It’s instead of a service fee. I can’t take yours, can I?”
    

    
      “I see.”
    

    
      Roland immediately switched his stance at my answer.
    

    
      Subsequently, he even added a kind explanation about the sword in a salesperson’s tone.
    

    
      “It is Annasil. It is said to be a sword born within holy water that appears at a moment of crisis to protect its master.”
    

    
      “Ho-oh. Really?”
    

    
      I knew it was a holy sword, but I didn’t know it had that kind of power.
    

    
      Because Deputy Commander Martin and his weapon Annasil were not covered in the original work either.
    

    
      ‘Since the protagonist of the Max Paladins was Roland.’
    

    
      But it’s strange.
    

    
      ‘Protects its master?’
    

    
      I tilted my head looking at Martin who was still lying on the floor.
    

    
      “He must not have been acknowledged as the master. More than that, was there one more person?”
    

    
      “Ah.”
    

    
      I raised my head and looked at the place where the battle was in full swing.
    

    
      Before I knew it, Clatter, who had popped out of the subspace, was cooking the two escort knights.
    

    
      “Yeah. He’s my colleague, but it probably won’t take long.”
    

    
      As soon as I finished speaking, one person lost his sword as the back of his hand was pierced by a dagger thrown by Clatter.
    

    
      I approached Roland and untied the ropes binding him.
    

    
      “There are many outstanding people around you. As expected of the person chosen by Lady Uriel.”
    

    
      Roland untied the bindings on his legs with his freed hands.
    

    
      “You probably have many questions. I will answer everything within the lines of what I know.”
    

    
      It was what I hoped for.
    

    
      But before that, let’s move locations first.
    

    
      I took out a hooded robe from the subspace and handed it to Roland.
    

    
      Because his appearance, wearing a uniform with cloth wrapped around his eyes, would easily attract attention wherever he went.
    

    
      Since it was late at night, there wouldn’t be pedestrians, but there was no harm in being careful.
    

    
      I also took off the Skull Mask I was wearing and put on a Face Mask.
    

    
      It was a completely new face, not Jack’s face that I received from Luis and used initially. Holding the center of the bridge of the nose which had become higher, I inserted and fixed the angular jawbone sculpture under my ears.
    

    
      Clatter, who had finished cleaning up before I knew it, sees my face like that and gives a thumbs up.
    

    
      Clack!
    

    
      Having escaped the Cathedral like that, we moved as far away from the center as possible and entered an inn where the old architectural style remained intact.
    

    
      “What kind of guests at this time…… Are you adventurers?”
    

    
      The innkeeper asks while scanning our appearance with suspicious eyes. Instead of an answer, I took out 1 gold from my bosom and held it out.
    

    
      His eyes, which were like buttonholes, opened wide.
    

    
      “A quiet room.”
    

    
      “F, follow me!”
    

    
      The innkeeper guided us to a room extremely politely as if he had met a VIP.
    

    
      “Now. Then what should I ask first.”
    

    
      Confirming even the presence of the owner moving away after the door closed, I went straight to the main point.
    

    
      “Right. It would be better to ask this first. What on earth are Minas Forest and the Dimensional Harmonization Device? Uriel. What on earth is her purpose?”
    

    
      “Did Lady Uriel not tell you?”
    

    
      “She said she didn’t have time. She said you would give the remaining explanation.”
    

    
      “I see. Indeed, the time she could manifest here would not have been much.”
    

    
      Roland, who burst into laughter, suddenly made a serious expression and opened his mouth without hesitation.
    

    
      “Within the Varje Holy Kingdom, there exist a few districts considered sacred, and one of them is exactly Minas Forest. And the Dimensional Harmonization Device is a facility hidden inside there.”
    

    
      “I already know that much. What I mean is, what kind of object is the Dimensional Harmonization Device on earth that Uriel wants to break it? From what I heard, it seems you were also caught and detained because of that.”
    

    
      “That is correct. It was Lady Uriel’s instruction. However, to be precise, it is also a result due to my stubbornness. Lady Uriel told me to work with the Revelator from the beginning.”
    

    
      ……Revelator?
    

    
      Don’t tell me.
    

    
      “That is correct. I expressed it as Revelator, but Lady Uriel and the angels. And the administrators of the dimensions call them this. Stranger.”
    

    
      “……!”
    

    
      “The Dimensional Harmonization Device. You asked what kind of object it is. If I answer like this, you will understand immediately.”
    

    
      At Roland’s next words, I had no choice but to open my eyes wide.
    

    
      “The reason you are from another world is here right now. That is precisely because of the Dimensional Harmonization Device.”
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