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  Chapter 1: The Hero is a Crazy Bastard






I wanted to become a bard and wander the world.

That was my dream—Owen, the Hero’s.

“Are you okay?”

“No.”

But, having chosen to die together to defeat the Demon King, I am currently lying side by side with my longtime friend and Great Sage, Ryuk, waiting for death.

“My chest pain has been getting worse since earlier. Is it because it’s a wound from the Demon King? It hurts even inside the Holy Sanctuary.”

“……Yeah. I thought so.”

“Did you find out anything?”

Ryuk, lying next to me, was creating mana in his hand, repeatedly examining the pattern engraved on my chest.

This madman, despite losing his waist alongside me, was still obsessed with magic research until the very end.

“If there’s something I found out, it’s that the worst ending is waiting.”

“……Worst ending even though we defeated the Demon King?”

I turned my head at Ryuk’s words.

“What did you find out?”

“The wound engraved on your chest is a Curse Brand left by the Demon King. After you die, he will possess your body and use it to resurrect.”

“……What did you say just now?”

I wanted to tell him to stop spouting nonsense, but the Great Sage’s eyes were sincere.

……Really?

After all the hardships, prepared to die together, if I die, the Demon King will be resurrected using my body?

“What a load of crap.”

“Well, I simplified it because you’re a bit slow, but it’s not like he immediately resurrects by becoming the Demon King all at once. It’s more like your body gradually gets corrupted.”

“Anyway, what I’m saying is, if you die, the Demon King will come back.”

“Yeah. That’s the truth, after all.”

“What’s the plan?”

The Demon King must not be resurrected.

Humanity has already lost most of its power.

If the Demon King comes back, humanity will be on a direct path to extinction.

“I’ll turn you back.”

I tilted my head at the Great Sage’s words.

…What do you mean, ‘turn back’?”

“About ten years back in time, probably.”

“How? You’ve used up all your mana.”

“If we use that Curse Brand the Demon King engraved properly, I think we can manage somehow.”

“Are you insane?”

Every mage in the world avoids using the Demon King’s magic.

They would fall into becoming his servants.

“You know full well what you’re trying to do, don’t you?”

“I do.”

Ryuk’s eyes narrowed as if he’d already made up his mind.

“But I have to do it.”

…….

I closed my eyes quietly and asked,

“What’s the cost?”

Ryuk expanded the Holy Sanctuary and exhausted all his mana.

Even using the Demon King’s Curse Brand, this won’t be easy.

He placed his hand on my chest and said,

“At least in the past you’ll be sent back to, I won’t be there.”

When a mage borrows external mana, they must pay a corresponding price.

I clenched my teeth quietly.

“Hey, you crazy bastard. How do you expect me to fight the Demon King without you?”

“It’ll be fine.”

Light burst from Ryuk’s hand.

The black Curse Brand engraved on my chest slithered like a snake, crawling up to his hand.

In the process, the mark, now turned white, settled back onto my chest.

“I believe in your persistence.”

“……You always warned me that persistence alone won’t solve everything.”

“Then should I start demanding you use your brain?”

“I’m sorry. I’m ready to quit without a second thought.”

Even as I said that, the resolve Ryuk showed made my already heavy shoulders even heavier.

The pressure of responsibility crushed my body mercilessly.

“I’m entrusting the future to you, Owen. From now on, you’re truly the only variable.”

I nodded while looking at the Great Sage’s face.

There was no turning back now.

“Leave it to me.”

No matter what it takes, I will kill the Demon King.

That was the blood-stained responsibility I had to bear as the Hero.

Soon, my vision brightened, and the agonizing pain in my heart vanished.

As soon as I opened my eyes, I entered the mountains and immediately started training my body.

When I defeated the Demon King as the Hero, I was 26 years old.

Since Ryuk said he would send me back ten years, I was now 16.

I should have been physically weaker, as I hadn’t yet been chosen as the Hero.

‘…….What is this?’

Even after six hours of training, I wasn’t as tired as I expected.

More importantly, not a single drop of sweat had fallen.

It seemed that my stamina as the Hero had carried over intact.

“Owen! Where the hell have you disappeared to again?!”

At that moment, while doing physical adaptation training rather than just conditioning, the door was slammed open roughly, followed by a familiar string of curses.

It was the voice of my drunken father.

Even after regression, keeping my abilities intact was a huge advantage.


Whatever Ryuk had done, although my body was younger, my abilities from before the regression remained completely.

If it wasn’t Ryuk, then perhaps the Demon King truly wanted my body all along?

Anyway, even training deep in the mountains, I could hear the sounds from the village clearly thanks to this.

“Ugh? Ugh?!”

Not long after, there was a crashing sound as my father fell to the floor.

He must have triggered the trap I set.

A jar dropping on the back of his head—it must have hurt quite a bit.

‘Maybe he’s dead now?’

Honestly, I wouldn’t care much.

We weren’t even really related by blood, and it was my drunken father’s betrayal that turned my hometown into ashes.

It’d be great if he ended up crippled or worse—would be a fitting punishment for that awful personality.

‘Just in case, I also embezzled some funds, so it won’t matter if I go to the capital now.’

Now that I knew my abilities were intact, I knew exactly what I had to do next.

‘First, I need to take down the Order of the Royal Knights.’

They were constantly interfering with the day I led the Hero’s party.

My priority was to wipe out the rotten elements inside.

If that wasn’t settled, it would lead to another one-on-one battle with the Demon King, like last time.

Thud!

“Hmm. What’s this all of a sudden?”

A heavy club slammed down from behind.

Turning around, I saw a monster towering over five meters tall.

I’d thought the beast’s survival instincts would keep it from attacking, but it seemed to have some intelligence.

Monsters like these usually size you up first to decide if you’re weak or not.

“Oh.”

Upon confirming its identity, my eyes sparkled as I grabbed the hoe my drunken father used.

“Meat.”

After thirty days of continuous battles since deployment, I hadn’t tasted meat once.

I licked my lips and swung the hoe toward the delicious-looking Ogre.

The weather was clear and sunny.

The Order of the Royal Knights was in full training mode today.

The Demon King’s forces had been growing increasingly aggressive lately, so training intensity had also risen.

“Hmm?”

Bern, the captain of the knights, realized something strange outside while checking the knights’ training status.

“Tch, is the royal family holding another festival again?”

Wasteful budget…

As Bern muttered, the sound of someone running urgently suddenly echoed.

There was a rough knock, and a knight standing outside shouted,

“Captain! Captain! You have to come quickly!”

Bern opened the door and saw a familiar face, so he asked with a puzzled expression,

“What’s going on?”

“Um, well… you have to see it yourself.”

“Okay.”

Following the knight’s lead, Bern left his office.

Soon, he saw a ragged-looking boy who had made it all the way inside the barracks.

“……Huh.”

Bern ignored the boy for a moment and looked around.

He realized the knights’ faces had turned pale.

Looking around, he saw why—the protective barrier blocking external intrusion had been smashed apart in a large chunk behind the ragged boy.

Behind it, an Ogre with its neck severed and body cut in pieces was dragged along.

Anyone could see that the boy in rags had brought the Ogre here.

The boy said,

“Sir. Can I be a knight?”

His tone was as casual as if he were asking if he could get some dinner.

Bern was the captain of the Second Knight Order of the Kingdom of Lumin.

He was a veteran who lost his wife in the battle against the Demon King’s army and was the first to teach me swordsmanship.

Though I graduated in just a week, Bern had been the one who gave me the strength to fight the Demon King’s forces and stood as my mental pillar.

‘Though he died in the final battle.’

Because the boy barged in causing quite a commotion, all eyes were on him.

Though intentional, the level of suspicion was higher than usual.

‘Is it because I’m no longer called the Hero?’

That was probably the truth.

Well, what does it matter if it’s true or not?

As long as I get the results I want.

Bern suddenly asked,

“Who are you, really?”

“Hmm.”

I folded my arms and pondered for a moment.

Who am I really?

For now, I’m Owen, the Hero.

But at this time, I haven’t been chosen as the Hero.

So how should I introduce myself now?

A normal 16-year-old from a small village?

No.

A normal 16-year-old can’t kill an Ogre and turn it into food.

Since I had the hoe, should I say I’m a passing farmer?

No.

Since there was green blood from a monster on the hoe, any sharp-eyed knight would immediately realize I killed the Ogre with it.

“A passing knight aspirant.”

Alright. That should clear any suspicion.

“Why do you want to join the knights?”

“To defeat the Demon King’s army.”

“Any other reason?”

“Does it really need one?”

Bern nodded.

“Normally, sensible people don’t introduce themselves like that.”

“Uh… really?”

I’d never thought about it.

Had I gotten away with it just because of the title ‘Hero’?

That could be a problem.

“How should I introduce myself then?”

“You’re such a ridiculous guy, asking me that.”

Bern chuckled, but since I was serious, I thought for a moment.

What would Ryuk do in this situation?

I recalled an old memory of Ryuk boldly kneeling and bowing his head to the ground to persuade that damn prince.

Remembering my old friend, I copied him exactly.

“If you accept me as a knight, I’ll cut down the Demon King’s neck. Please accept me!”

“……You’re crazier than I thought. What’s your name?”

“Owen.”

“I’ve been wondering this—didn’t your parents teach you to use honorifics with adults?”

“I didn’t learn because I don’t have parents.”

My drunken father who burned down my hometown wasn’t really my parent, so that was an exception.

“……Sigh.”

Bern sighed and scratched the back of his head roughly.

The look in his eyes was like staring at a mad dog.

“Alright. I’ll accept you.”

“B-Bern Captain?! No matter what, you’re making a knight out of a brat like that……”

Bern glared at the knight who was panicking beside him and said,

“Do you think one sword—or rather, a hoe—can wreck the fortress walls like that?”

“Is it possible for one person to drag an Ogre the size of two horses alone?”

“I… no, it’s impossible.”

“But that kid’s doing it. If you start a riot because you don’t like my decision, can you suppress it?”

“Ah, but if the whole knight order attacks him…”

“A knight order that gang beats a kid who doesn’t even look like an adult? That’s something to be proud of, you bastard.”

The subordinate knight fell silent, having no reply.

I quietly raised my head and asked,

“Does that mean I’m accepted?”

Bern answered my question.


“To accept an orphan as a knight, I have to convince the higher-ups.”

“Are you powerless, sir?”

A vein popped on Bern’s forehead.

Indeed, the fastest way to move a conversation forward is to hit someone’s Achilles’ heel.



 
  Chapter 2: Something is Wrong with the Regression






Bern Ajae gritted his teeth quietly and said,

“There is, but accepting knights is handled by someone higher than me.”

I already knew.

At this point, Bern Ajae was under the control of the First Order of Knights.

The Second Knight Order was basically a reserve force that filled in for the vacancies of the First Order of Knights and was treated as a subordinate group, so even accepting knights was restricted.

I knew very well who was responsible for that mess.

‘The Captain Cockroach of the First Order.’

That bastard who, during the final battle with the Demon King, picked off heroes like me one by one.

But even if I told that, it would only raise their suspicion, so I decided to play dumb.

“What should I do?”

“You just need to prove your strength.”

“How?”

“Anything goes.”

“Really?”

“Yes.”

“…Alright. When do I prove it?”

“You’ll have to wait about a week.”

The waiting period was longer than I expected.

But it didn’t matter.

I had more patience now than before—there was no way I couldn’t endure this.

“Got it. I guess I’ll just have to rough it nearby.”

“…Don’t you have any money?”

“I do, but not enough to rent an inn room. I can barely manage to buy a week’s worth of food.”

Bern Ajae frowned and sighed.

“I’ll lend you money. Get yourself a room at the inn.”

“…Are you sure? Lending money to a beggar like me?”

“You’re not supposed to worry about that kind of thing already.”

Bern Ajae nodded as if it were obvious.

“Honestly, if I let a ticking bomb like you sleep rough, the street thugs would probably mess with you and end up destroying a few buildings. If you end up under me later, I have to take responsibility for that.”

“Hmm, that’s true.”

I couldn’t deny it.

Even before the regression, I had done so many reckless things, and I had heard many times that Ryuk and Bern Ajae had shared the burden of cleaning up the mess afterward.

As I nodded, suddenly a faint metallic scent of blood entered my nose.

For a brief moment, I saw a hallucination of Bern Ajae’s head being chopped off.

[Leave your back to me, Owen.]

Great. Now I was hearing voices too?

‘Damn it.’

It was a vision born from the guilt of not protecting him.

I hadn’t forgotten the responsibilities before the regression, so I hoped this would just leave my mind soon.

At that moment, the sane Bern Ajae pulled a pouch out from his chest and tossed it to me.

I caught it, hearing the clinking of coins.

Money.

“There’s an inn called the Inn by the Wind in town. Go there and give them my name. You should be able to stay for about a week.”

“…Alright.”

“Suddenly your mood dropped. Are you tired?”

“Nothing much. I came running here eager to join the Order of Knights, but it feels like it fell through, so it’s a bit discouraging.”

“Think of it as punishment for breaking down the outer wall of the Order. That should make you feel better.”

“Just with that?”

“Then you can pay for the wall repairs yourself.”

“How much?”

“Roughly thirty gold coins.”

One silver coin covers a commoner’s living expenses for a month.

And one gold coin is worth at least a hundred silver coins.

“…Did they cast some magic on the wall? Why is it so expensive?”

“High-grade Barrier, High-grade Shock Absorption, High-grade Iron Wall, High-grade…”

“My mind just became very at ease.”

Even on the armor I wore as a hero, I never piled on magic like that.

Some of it was useless, but mostly it was because I couldn’t afford it.

Even though I had the title of Hero and received money from the palace, aside from weapon maintenance and repairs, I spent most of it on alcohol.

That was how I survived the war without losing my mind.

Thankfully, I didn’t get drunk easily, so even when I drank, I was quite tame.

The Great Sage was a pain, though—he turned into a complete jerk every time he drank with me.

“Alright then. I’ll stay put quietly until it’s time. Call me when it’s ready.”

“Sure. Don’t suddenly get scared and run off. After all this fuss, everyone here remembers your face. If they see you trying to escape while patrolling the village, they’ll just drag you back.”

“They can drag me back?”

“That depends on your conscience.”

“…What if I don’t have any conscience?”

“There’s no need for a reason to kill Demon King’s soldiers.”

Bern Ajae’s voice deepened suddenly. I glanced over and met his gaze.

His eyes were sharp as if piercing through me.

“If a kid who already says that has no conscience, then the world is already over, isn’t it?”

“…”

I understood.

This was probably what it was like when two beasts, both having lost much, exchanged glances.

“See you again, rookie.”

Bern Ajae turned his back, and I saluted in the knightly fashion.

“Enter! Captain!”

“…Crazy bastard.”

The surrounding knights all nodded in agreement.


Carrying my food, I headed out of the Order of Knights…

“Wait. Leave that behind.”

Bern Ajae’s voice stopped me again as I tried to enter his office.

“Why? That’s my food.”

“You’ve got money now, so just buy something to eat with it, you idiot!”

In the end, the ogre was sent directly to the butcher by the Order.

I should have eaten more before joining the Order.

For a moment, I thought so, but as soon as I arrived at the inn and ordered food, I realized all the meals I had eaten until now had been garbage.

As I rested at the inn, the day gradually darkened.

It was the night of the second day after regression.

Since on the first day I had eaten the ogre as food while roughing it out, then immediately came to the Order, I felt unsettled.

Just the day before yesterday, I had been ready to take on the Demon King and even die for it, and now I had suddenly regressed back to when I was sixteen.

Is this what it feels like when someone gains a new life?

But I wasn’t very pleased with this situation itself.

It was a regression, yes, but a regression with a price.

‘Ryuk.’

My longtime friend of twenty years.

Right after regressing, hoping for a miracle, I searched the entire village, but there was no trace of him; not a single villager remembered him.

Even his parents, people who gave birth to him, claimed they never had such a child.

What else could I do?

Since there was no meaning in staying in the village any longer, I left before the day was over.

The memories of my old friend would remain only in my own mind.

No one would know or could know about it.

It burned inside me.

Through the window, the dark night sky seemed to be stained red.

At times like this, Ryuk was always there to hold my sanity.

With silly jokes, drinking, trivial bets—we helped each other maintain our humanity.

Though I was the one receiving help, I took pride in myself.

Having grown up under the oppression of surrogate parents for so long, my mind had gone a little mad, but living like a proper person was something I achieved by my own will.

All of it.

All.

“Maybe I should just sleep.”

Perhaps it was because I had spent too long on the battlefield.

The hard bed and shabby blanket at the inn seemed to gently wrap my body and mind.

Sunlight filtered through my closed eyes, and I opened them.

Feeling the fatigue lift, I stretched and looked around.

I saw familiar shapes.

Coming to my senses, I got up and looked around carefully, and then I realized exactly where I was.

“…This is my room?”

What was this, a dream?

But it was too vivid for that.

I quietly got up and searched every corner of the house for emergency money.

Since I had done this before, I finished faster than the first time.

Then I focused on the sounds coming from the village.

The villagers’ chatter mixed chaotically flowed into my ears.

And I became certain of one thing.

‘…Wow. This is crossing the line.’

I was back to the moment I first regressed.

“What the hell is going on?”

Let me think calmly for a moment.

I definitely accepted Bern Ajae’s goodwill and fell asleep at the inn.

Then I woke up to find myself back at the time I first regressed.

‘Does regression happen multiple times?’

If that’s the case, what are the conditions?

The only thing that came to mind was when my body felt strange.

No, it was hard to imagine regression happening for any other reason.

There was no particularly notable event, after all.

‘Hmm, I guess I’ll just have to try and see.’

I immediately stabbed my arm with a hoe kept at the house.

Blood poured out, soaking the floor with heat.

“Hmm, not yet?”

This time I stabbed deeply into my left thigh.

One of my legs was completely crippled.

But with the hero’s recovery ability, it was just a wound that would disappear overnight, so it didn’t matter.

Still, there was no sign of regression.

Next, I stabbed my abdomen.

The floor turned into a pool of blood.

Losing so much blood, my vision began to blur, but then I heard a pounding sound from my left chest.

It was too loud to be a simple heartbeat, so I pulled my clothes aside to check my chest.

“…Ah ha.”

The white Curse Brand of the Demon King, which had been white when I first regressed, was now glowing with a grayish hue.

Looking closely through a broken shard of glass at home, I saw part of it had turned black.

“Could you be the cause of regression?”

Thump.

As if answering my question, the brand throbbed again.

“Huh, have I been this lucky?”

To guess the right answer on the first try was something I had never done in my life.

Just in case, I tried a bit more.

The bleeding was severe, but a hero wouldn’t die from this.

I lifted the hoe and stabbed my chest.

I avoided the heart, so even though my vision blurred, my mind remained clear.

At that moment, the white brand on my chest gradually turned black.

It was like a black clock hand rotating and staining the mark.

I looked up at the sky through the window and prayed silently.

‘God of the Sun, please save me.’

At that instant, a flash of light streaked down from the sky, and my body began to emit a faint glow.

In an instant, my wounds healed, and the blackened brand on my chest returned to its original form.

The aftereffect left a slight weakness pressing down on my body.

‘So it’s true that you regress when you die.’

It seemed this regression had some kind of limit on the number of times.

That was a bit disappointing.

It meant infinite regression was impossible.

But at the same time, I sighed deeply.

“Who the hell killed me?”

What mattered now was that someone tried to kill me while I was sleeping at the inn.

Not just anyone, but the hero who had defeated the Demon King.

If my old comrades heard this, they’d definitely tell me to stop joking around.

Who dares to hide their presence and approach me?

Even if I were in a deep sleep, a hero’s tracking ability was not something a mere assassin could evade.

If I was going to be taken out by a mere assassin, I might as well give up the title of hero.

Yet, I didn’t sense the assassin at all?

‘Bullshit.’

Whoever killed me wasn’t an ordinary assassin.

No, even the legendary assassins known to be able to kill heroes wouldn’t be able to hide in front of me.

“How do I check this?”

The simplest way: replay all my actions and the timeline exactly as before, and return to the inn to face whoever killed me.

But…

‘That won’t work.’

I wasn’t very smart.

It was impossible to repeat every single action exactly the same to reach the inn again.

“…Ah. Screw it.”


Action was more my style than planning.

To defeat the Demon King, I had to storm his castle.

I set a jar trap, embezzled some funds, and headed straight for the capital.

Whoever it was, I’d catch the bastard who tried to kill me first.



 
  Chapter 3: The Hero’s Intrusion






I arrived at the Capital.

But I didn’t stop by the Order of Knights.

Originally, my plan was to enter the Order and catch the Captain Cockroach of the First Order, but as long as there was something out there aiming for my life, I had no choice but to put off catching that cockroach for a while.

I headed straight toward the inn where I had stayed.

“Welcome… What’s this, some beggar kid?”

A burly man at the inn looked down at me.

I immediately handed over all the funds I had skimmed off earlier.

“One night’s stay.”

“…So you’re a customer. Didn’t recognize you because you looked like a beggar.”

I nodded in understanding.

The reason I was so quiet was because I didn’t use formal speech.

“Food?”

I nodded.

“When an adult speaks, you answer.”

“Raise it.”

“Haven’t you been taught to use formal speech?”

“Yeah.”

“You rude brat…”

Crack.

“Innkeeper.”

I grabbed a portion of the marble counter and glared silently.

The cracks etched into the table caused the innkeeper’s pupils to shake violently.

“I’m not in a good mood right now. So once you’ve got the money, just work quietly.”

I ignored the frozen innkeeper and headed straight to the room assigned to me.

By a cruel twist of fate, it was the very room where I had been killed while asleep.

‘…As expected, I don’t feel anything.’

But that didn’t mean it was time to give up just yet.

I waited for nightfall, calmly closing my eyes to meditate.

Night came.

I lay on the bed, continuing my meditation.

But I didn’t fall asleep.

Time passed, and eventually dawn arrived.

At this hour, there were far fewer people wandering outside, and only the sounds of insects crying out in the forest echoed in the silence.

Listening to those sounds, I wondered how long I had stayed still.

“Hmph.”

I slowly opened my eyes.

The discordant sound of wind in my ears was beginning to unsettle me.

‘…Why is this sound here?’

The important thing was that I had heard this sound before and knew exactly what it was.

I gradually felt the discordant wind drawing closer.

But the sound was so faint, perfectly blended with nature, that it was barely audible.

‘…No wonder it goes unnoticed.’

And just as the dissonant wind was about to strike my head,

“Gotcha, you bastard.”

I quickly turned my body, which I had been deliberately ignoring, and caught the attacker trying to ambush me.

“Eek?!”

The man caught in my hand was fully revealed.

The magic that had been hiding him was completely broken.

I frowned quietly as I looked at the shoes he wore.

“Well, my ominous hunch wasn’t wrong.”

With that, I twisted the man’s wrist.

“Gah… ugh?!”

I struck his throat to silence the scream he was about to let out, then knocked him out with a blow to the back of the head.

Taking off the shoes he’d been wearing, I frowned even deeper.

“Wind God’s Gait.”

That was the name of these shoes.

They were one of the national treasures of the Kingdom of Lumin, and right now, there was only one person who could have them.

Reinhardt Graves, Captain of the First Knights’ Order.

The cockroach was supposed to be equipped with these.

‘…This bastard. What the hell is his relationship with that guy?’

There was no need to suppress my curiosity, so I immediately took him and jumped out the window, heading deep into the forest.

Since there was no way he could escape, I roughly threw him by the stream and dunked his head underwater.

When his body flailed roughly after a brief pause, I lifted him by the hair and asked,

“Name.”

“Huff! Huff, who… who the hell… ugh!”

He hadn’t come to his senses yet, so I dunked him back underwater.

After about four seconds, I lifted him again and asked,

“Name.”

“W-Who do you think you are… pft!”

“Name.”

“Sa-save me… pfft!”

“Name.”

“Re-Revan! It’s Revan!”

Good. Now we could talk properly.

“Who sent you?”

“W-Who sent me? What the hell are you talking about…”

This bastard still didn’t get it and was trying to spin some ridiculous lie?

“Don’t play dumb, you bastard. You tried to kill me earlier.”

“I c-cannot say! If I do, I’ll die!”


“Is that so?”

I dunked his head underwater again.

When his struggling began to weaken, I pulled him up.

“Ugh! Cough! Gah! cough cough!”

“Get your head straight. If I don’t like your answer, you drown right here.”

“I told you, if I say it, I die!”

“Either die by my hand or die after telling me. One of the two.”

“W-what kind of… pft!”

After a few more “washings,” he finally seemed willing to talk.

“I-It was about the money! I was just doing what I was told!”

“The Captain of the First Order sent you?”

I splashed his head in the water a few times.

After a few tries, I was getting a bit entertained.

“I c-can’t say.”

“Alright.”

I nodded at that one word and struck the back of his neck.

His eyes rolled back as he passed out and collapsed.

But it didn’t matter.

That brief silence before his failure to answer was already the answer I needed.

‘Why the hell did that cockroach bastard target me?’

The problem was, at this point, I had absolutely no connection with him.

I hadn’t even set foot in the Order during this timeline.

Yet, he pinpointed my location and handed over his equipment to a thug barely worthy of being called an assassin and commissioned the hit.

For what reason?

‘No, even before that, it’s ridiculous that I died by such a guy.’

The Hero’s body was tougher than expected.

One stab with a sword wasn’t enough to kill me instantly.

And yet, I supposedly died because of this pathetic bastard?

‘…It’s too big a price to pay just for letting my guard down.’

Not sensing an assassin while asleep?

That was plausible.

After spending so long on the battlefield and returning, it was true I had relaxed for a moment.

Still, this was a bit much.

‘Hmm, I’ll deal with this later.’

As always, getting stuck on elusive clues and wasting time worrying wasn’t my style.

I calmly looked at the cockroach’s shoes that the thug had.

‘For now, the best thing to do is go ask in person.’

The Wind God’s Gait had the power to seek out its designated owner.

Sure enough, the shoes slowly rose into the air after separating from the thug, then began flying at high speed.

I immediately ran after the flying shoes.

Wearing only a tattered cloth at midnight, running frantically through the city center while staring at the sky—anyone would find it suspicious.

So I deliberately jumped onto rooftops where no one’s gaze could reach and moved that way.

After running for some time, the shoes flying through the sky entered the royal palace.

I threw the hoe I was holding, piercing both the flying shoes and the palace wall.

Since I had to break into the royal palace, I briefly looked up with reverence.

The beautifully shining full moon illuminated the palace.

“O Goddess of the Moon, make me a righteous thief today.”

Matching the Hero’s prayer, the moonlight lent me its power.

The sound of footsteps vanished, my movements quickened, and the winds blocking me parted to the side.

Along with the Blessing of Stealth I often used when assassinating demon commanders, I entered the royal palace in a covert and magnificent form.

I soon pulled the hoe from the wall and freed the shoes, which moved on their own again.

Following behind them, I soon found a hidden underground staircase near the palace’s outer edge.

Keeping some distance, I slowly descended.

After a while, a door appeared right in front of me.

Judging by its condition, it seemed the Wind God’s Gait had opened it as it passed through.

I quietly entered, and a long corridor appeared.

“…I’ve definitely seen this corridor somewhere before.”

As I traced the path and followed the traces, a conversation I once had with Ryuk flashed through my mind.

‘Why was this made?’

‘It’s the last stronghold.’

‘Last stronghold for what?’

‘Obviously to reclaim the lost lands.’

‘…Destroying the entire Capital is how you reclaim the land?’

‘Yeah. It’s better than letting the Demon Army fully occupy it and turning it into a demon realm.’

‘Wow, my friend is a Great Sage, but sometimes he seems crazier than me.’

‘Take that as a compliment.’

Why did this conversation suddenly come to mind?

I wondered briefly, but soon understood.

‘It had to come up.’

Because this corridor I was walking was the path leading to the Core Room, the center of the Self-Destruct Magic Circle that would destroy the entire Capital.

“…This is crazy.”

I could immediately sense how serious the situation was.

Five years ago from now.

Ryuk, my childhood friend, and I had to leave our village and head to the Royal Family when we turned eleven.

The reason was that he was a magical prodigy.

And when we reunited after a long time, Ryuk confessed that the very first magic he created in the royal palace was the Capital’s Self-Destruct Magic Circle.

That magic circle was made when he was fifteen—about a year ago.

‘But Ryuk doesn’t exist in this world anymore.’

The problem was that this happened before my first regression.

So why was the Core Room still intact now, even though Ryuk’s existence had presumably vanished?

‘Ah, my head hurts.’

Unfortunately, I had no information, so my speculation had to stop here.

‘Anyway, the important thing is that the Core Room still exists.’

Obviously, since this was a dangerous magic circle capable of destroying the entire Capital, multiple layers of security had to be passed to enter it.

But the path I took?

No security whatsoever.

I just found the hidden entrance and opened it.

What did that mean?

‘An external force breached the Core Room’s entrance.’

That external force was skilled at concealing information enough to open a path secretly from the Royal Family, and it was no exaggeration to say they had deeply infiltrated the palace.

…Crazy…

Strictly speaking, it was impossible.

The King of the Kingdom of Lumin was a Sword Master.

To hide one’s presence and sneak into the palace undetected by his magical senses was only possible for named commanders of the Demon Army—or for someone like me.

Naturally, breaking a path to here inside the palace was impossible even if the best tunnel craftsmen came.

No matter how well you hide, you can’t silence the noise made when breaking through.

Yet, they managed to do it?

There was only one conclusion.

“The tunnel was built in sync with the King’s absence.”

In other words, one of the King’s closest aides who arranged his schedule or knew it was a spy.

‘This is dizzying.’

I had been thinking too long.

Lowering my head to clear my mind, I soon heard voices up ahead.

“Is that true?”

“Yes.”

…

Hah.

One voice was hoarse from dehydration, and the other was one I already knew.

‘Found you.’

The Captain Cockroach of the First Order.

Reinhardt Graves.

He sighed and asked softly,

“That’s unfortunate. I never expected that person to foresee my failure.”

“Don’t worry. The Demon King foreseeing a failure means it actually succeeded.”

“…I don’t understand. Well, I suppose the Demon King has his reasons.”

I immediately drew my sacred sword.

“Come on, you bastards.”

Kraaaang!

I swung my sword once and shattered the Core Room.

The so-called Captain of the First Order spoke of the Demon King?

“W-Who are you?!”

“That’s none of your business.”

I swung my sword again, cleaving the demon who split its voice in two.

Looking closely, it was a ghost-type demon.

To completely eliminate it, I had to strike a few more times, so I put more strength into it.

Kaching!

Without even a scream, the demon vanished, and the Core of the Capital’s Self-Destruct Magic Circle was destroyed.

Since the demons almost took control anyway, it was fine to get rid of it.


“W-What the hell are you… who even are you…?”

“Reinhardt Graves.”

I stabbed the sacred sword deep into his abdomen.

“You have no right to question one who is allied with the Demon Army.”



 
  Chapter 4: Gathering






My Holy Sword does not harm humans.

No, to be precise, it only strikes things that are not human.

That’s why stabbing a cockroach named Reinhardt doesn’t kill him, since his essence is still human.

It only causes the pain of being stabbed.

Because of that, I planned to ask that cockroach a few questions while he was in that state.

Hwaak!

If only the Transfer Magic Circle in the corner of the Core Room wasn’t the only thing not working.

I immediately swung my Holy Sword to deflect the sword energy flying from the magic circle.

Kwaang!

The sword energy ripped the wall apart roughly.

“…I was wondering who could have broken in at this hour.”

As the glow disappeared, a blonde middle-aged man appeared, glaring at me with sharp eyes.

“A ridiculous monster has come in, worse than I expected.”

…This guy still hasn’t slept even at this hour.

I thought he’d arrive later.

“The diligent king has come. What on earth have the other knights been doing that they only show up when the king steps in? Are they perhaps holding a grudge against the knights?”

Deaurus Lumin.

The current King of the Kingdom of Lumin spoke as he pointed his sword at me.

“That’s none of your concern. For what purpose did you infiltrate here?”

“Good. Let’s get to the point. I don’t intend to waste time with small talk either.”

I responded, brandishing my Holy Sword as the king busily moved around the scene.

“While chasing the guy who attacked me, I overheard the Order of the Royal Knights’ captain calling the Demon King ‘sir.’ Did our illustrious king know about that?”

Kwaang!

The king’s sword pointed at me.

I matched his movement with a swing of my Holy Sword.

The shock of the clash cast a twilight shadow on the Core Room’s floor.

“That’s the first I’ve heard of it.”

Though it looked like a single strike from the outside, dozens of exchanges had already occurred in that instant.

“That figures. I only heard it today too. Someone tried to kill me using the Wind God’s Gait, so I looked into it. Turns out, the kingdom’s knight captain was chatting with Demon Army grunts, talking about the Demon King as if he were some honorable lord. Can you believe that without losing your mind?”

The king’s sword suddenly slashed diagonally.

I bent my neck backward to evade.

“I see. I’ll investigate the details myself. But that doesn’t mean I should go easy on an intruder.”

“Don’t talk about mercy.”

Kwaang!

Using the momentum, I swung my Holy Sword again as I straightened up from a bend.

“Hup!”

The king’s face twisted with surprise at the sword clash.

He must have realized I was gauging the strength of his strike.

The king’s body flew through the air and crashed into the wall.

It wasn’t hard enough to collapse the wall, but cracks spiderwebbed in every direction.

“Kugh.”

“If the sword in my hand were one that cuts humans, you’d be dead right now. Got it?”

The king’s eyes wavered slightly as he noticed his clothes had been ripped across the chest.

Deaurus Lumin was by no means weak.

He was one of the figures who had fought firsthand against the Demon Army and recovered territory.

Naturally, he was far stronger than those who were called mere Sword Masters in name only.

The problem was just that his opponent was me.

“…What exactly is your objective?”

“Do I have to say it again?”

“You expect me to believe that? You charge in alone, cause a ruckus, and think there’s someone who can even subdue me?”

“What can you do if you don’t believe me?”

“I’m a busy man. If you’re truly a king worthy of the title, then manage your internal affairs properly. The captain leading the knights is conspiring with the Demon Army? And the king, who runs around the battlefield himself, can’t even catch that one thing?”

I have to face the Demon King without Ryuk’s help.

Even with Ryuk’s aid, I ultimately failed to stop the Demon King’s resurrection and was forced to rewind time. Preparing for that situation requires mountains of preparation.

Honestly, dealing with the cockroach Reinhardt was supposed to be just a small part of that.

Who would have imagined it would turn into such a colossal mess?

Right now, the First Order of Knights—who should be leading the kingdom’s frontline forces—has a captain colluding with the Demon Army.

How many nobles have actually turned a blind eye to this?

And this so-called Sword Master king in front of me—what on earth has he been doing while internal affairs have fallen apart like this?

‘…Damn it. Could the final battle with the Demon Army have been manipulated too?’

That thought suddenly crossed my mind, and chills ran down my spine.

If the final battle with the Demon King was actually orchestrated according to the Demon King’s plan, then we were nothing but pawns.

Of course, the Demon King died at the hands of Ryuk and me.

But in the end, he had the ace card of resurrection, which the Great Sage Ryuk turned to my advantage by sending me back in time.

Strictly speaking, this whole situation could very well be one of the Demon King’s many schemes.

‘Why does my mind only sharpen when it comes to bad things?’

I’m busy trying to focus on the good, yet whenever I imagine the bad, my brain just keeps racing without getting tired.

I let out a low sigh and stabbed my Holy Sword into Reinhardt’s waist as he tried crawling away.

“Kuhak!”

Reinhardt, still connected to the ground, trembled violently, drooling.

“You cockroach. Always trying to run away whenever you get the chance.”

I immediately stomped on his arms and legs, breaking bones roughly.

The sound of snapping bones tickled my ears pleasantly.

“King. You owe me a debt.”

“…Debt?”

“Yes, a debt. For catching the madman within the Royal Family who colluded with the Demon Army.”

“Hmph.”

“And you didn’t die even after being cut by me? That’s a life debt as well.”

“…Kgh.”


He had nothing to say to that.

Given the circumstances, he might feel wronged, but I trusted the king’s resolve.

His cold rationality was something I recognized both then and now.

“What do you intend to demand from me?”

“Nothing special. The rear supply lines should be secure during the war against the Demon Army. I want to kill those who colluded with them in advance.”

“No matter what it is?”

“No matter what it is.”

Whether commoner, noble, or royal, it doesn’t matter.

Am I boldly announcing a series of murders in front of the king?

“If we leave this be, bigger problems will arise. If you won’t allow it… then for the safety of the rear lines, the Kingdom of Lumin should withdraw from the front.”

“That’s insane. If we pull out, who will hold the frontline? Besides, no other country would accept that.”

“When that country disappears, won’t the others quietly accept reality?”

…

“Hah, you speak as if you could destroy the kingdom single-handedly.”

I didn’t say more, finding the response absurd.

Even with Ryuk’s help, I defeated the Demon King by myself. How many kingdoms has one man single-handedly destroyed?

It’s not that I can’t do the same as him.

I simply choose not to, because there’s no reason to.

The king’s expression hardened as he interpreted my silence.

I changed the subject to lighten the mood.

“Or you could just gather all the royal retainers in one place.”

“…Why?”

A middle-aged man in his forties being respectful to a sixteen-year-old is pure comedy.

But I didn’t care and answered dismissively.

“I can just stab them all once with my Holy Sword.”

“Huh?”

“What will you do?”

After a brief silence, the king finally spoke.

By dawn, the internal atmosphere in the Kingdom of Lumin had become extremely tense.

That the king himself, Deaurus Lumin—the Sword Master—had to fight an intruder while the knights remained inactive was a huge problem.

The knights who were on guard at that time were severely disciplined.

“Who were those on guard then?”

“They were from the First Order of Knights. Especially the ones on duty recently got demoted to the countryside.”

“Wow.”

“Let’s keep our mouths shut for now. The king already summoned all the nobles. If we get on his bad side, we’ll suffer the same fate.”

“By the way, do you know where the captain of the First Order of Knights is? I didn’t see him at the command post.”

“No idea. Probably off doing some weird stuff, dragging in odd fellows again.”

Sigh

“The guy who should clean up after his subordinates disappears again? I wish someone would just smack some sense into him.”

“Exactly.”

Within the Royal Family, retainers and nobles who supported the Kingdom of Lumin gathered together.

“What in the world is going on…?”

The Kingdom of Lumin was a nation of knights.

The current king was a victorious knight who had recovered part of the territory and was also a commander.

So when the king issued orders across the kingdom, nobles had to obey without fail.

No matter how absurd the orders were.

Because of that, even lords whose lands were a week’s journey away by carriage hired high-level mages and paid huge sums to fly to the capital in a single day.

“Count, do you know what this is about?”

“I don’t know the details, but I have a feeling it’s bad news.”

The nobles, close friends, discussed why the king had suddenly summoned them.

Most were certain it was bad news.

After regaining territory and stabilizing the country, the beast that had been quietly seated was now stirring.

Whether for hunting or out of threat.

Just the beast rising was enough to unsettle those around it.

“I am disappointed in all of you.”

That one sentence from the beast silenced all the nobles gathered.

‘We’re screwed.’

No one knew exactly what had offended the king, but he was a Sword Master.

A man who explained everything with his sword rather than words.

Most nobles who had fought alongside him had witnessed this temperament.

With eyes fierce enough to tear anyone apart at any moment, the nobles fell into silence.

Deaurus rose silently from his seat.

“You must be curious why I am disappointed. I gathered you all here at the Royal Palace to show you.”

The king stomped his foot harshly.

The sound echoed through the hall with the weight of his presence pressing down like a physical force.

The sheer volume and resonance alone conveyed the king’s immense wrath.

“Enter.”

At that moment, the door to the hall slammed open on both sides with a loud noise.

The nobles’ eyes widened in shock.

‘…The Captain of the First Order of Knights?’

‘Isn’t that Sir Reinhardt?’

‘But… who is that kid?’

Some nobles were genuinely surprised, others showed displeasure.

Still, some kept their true feelings hidden and waited silently.

In the midst of the mixed reactions, a boy dragged Reinhardt by the hair and looked up at the king, saying,

“Begin.”

“How dare you speak so freely in the royal court…”

Some nobles began to speak angrily at those words.

Kuuung!

“…!”

An oppressive force took over the entire hall, restraining every noble’s movement.

Those who knew the source of this power stared in shock at the king.

Because only one person present could cause such a phenomenon.

“Who said you could speak now?”

The Sword Master’s Authority instantly dominated the entire hall.

If the Hero was a being chosen by the love of gods, then the Sword Master was called one who transcended the human species.

That was why Heroes could reach great heights with little effort, but Sword Masters required both talent and effort to reach their extreme level.

The Hero bore the duty to defeat the Demon King, whereas the Sword Master had the freedom to set their own goals.

For that reason, in this era, Sword Masters were naturally regarded more highly than Heroes.

Of course, I was an exception, having pushed myself so hard that I could even control Sword Masters despite being chosen as a Hero.

‘That is the Tyrant’s Authority.’

Another characteristic that set Sword Masters apart from Heroes was the ‘Authority’ each awakened Sword Master received.

Every Sword Master had their own Authority, which influenced their fighting style and personal beliefs.

King Dearus’s Authority was nothing short of a violent force.

‘Domination.’

With just a word and presence, he overwhelmed the audience and manipulated the entire situation according to his will.

According to Ryuk, even the Tyrant’s Authority only caused mental fatigue and physical dullness, not enough to fully control someone like ‘mind control.’


“If you are the captain of the First Order of Knights, answer only with the truth.”

But when facing a knight with the Oath of Truth, the effect could be equally powerful.

Reinhardt, unable to move his entire body, writhed helplessly, his eyes glassy as saliva dripped from his mouth.

“I obey the king’s command.”



 
  Chapter 5: The King’s Deal






“Evidence is needed.”

Back when the King said he would stab each of the nobles with the Holy Sword.

I asked him, staring at his serious expression.

“You mean tangible evidence, right?”

“That’s correct.”

“Why is it absolutely necessary?”

“No matter how much the nobles must obey my orders without question, they are still human. If you accuse someone as the culprit without presenting clear grounds and evidence, they will fear that they too could be treated the same way someday.”

If the relationship between the Royal Family and the nobles breaks down, most of the kingdom’s functions won’t operate properly.

A lot of things get stuck in the administrative sector.

“Is it enough just to let them know that?”

“Then the rest, I can handle well enough.”

I nodded and struck the Holy Sword down toward the side of the Core Room.

The wall crumbled, revealing an empty space.

“King, you didn’t know about this place either, did you?”

“…What is this?”

The King’s face was colored with disbelief.

A Sword Master’s intuition is special.

Even without consciously thinking about it, when a strange feeling arises, that intuition tends to be accurate.

This includes sensing empty spaces beyond walls.

But until I swung the Holy Sword just now, the King hadn’t detected anything strange.

That was natural.

The Ghost-type demon I just destroyed must have possessed magical abilities that could deceive even a Sword Master’s senses.

The King looked at me with a bewildered gaze, as if to ask how he could have not known such a cavern existed beneath his own residence.

“…How did you find out about this place?”

“That, I cannot tell you.”

This was the Chimera Research Facility that Ryuk discovered while investigating the Cockroach’s corruption during the final showdown with the Demon King.

Because of this, some of the Royal Family’s troops were redirected to Capital defense, to the extent that the full-scale war even slipped in favor of the Demon Army.

Installed next to the Capital Self-Destruct Magic Circle, it was designed so that if needed, the entire Capital could be obliterated, along with all evidence.

“While gathering all the nobles, take some time to investigate this place. Many truths will come to light.”

Drooling slightly, Reinhardt was bombarded with multiple questions from the King.

Starting with an innocuous-sounding one like, ‘Have you been to the Core Room in the Royal Palace basement tonight?’ and moving to more sensitive ones like, ‘There’s a secret space beside the Core Room—does this relate to that?’

Reinhardt answered every question meticulously.

“The materials for the Chimera were selected from teenagers, male and female, in the slums, and the beasts used during fusion were supplied by the Demon Army…”

The Knight Commander’s calm words became a massive storm that engulfed the entire hall.

In the nobles’ eyes, emotions of confusion, horror, anger, and devastation swirled all at once.

But even more than that, sensing how far the King’s fury would rise, everyone shrank back.

In the heavy silence where even swallowing sounds couldn’t be heard—

“…That is all.”

After Reinhardt laid out his crimes, the King looked around.

Everyone was silenced, crushed by the atmosphere.

“Administrator.”

“Yes, Your Majesty!”

“Bring it here.”

At his command, the Administrator respectfully handed over some pre-prepared documents.

The King took the papers, unfolded them, and held them out for all to see.

“This is the list of children found underground as mentioned by the traitor Reinhardt Graves, their origins, and the number of beasts fused.”

The King threw the papers roughly onto the floor.

“This kind of atrocity happened beneath the Royal Palace, and no one knew for years.”

KLANG!

The King’s sword instantly descended on Reinhardt’s neck.

The smell of blood spread throughout the hall.

All the nobles stared at the scene in shock.

Thunk! Roll, roll.

Reinhardt’s head fell at my feet.

The King said solemnly,

“I do not believe that this was the work of a single Knight Commander.”

Several nobles flinched.

They must have sensed that something was seriously wrong.

“To everyone, I will give the opportunity to prove your loyalty.”

The King intended to identify the culprit right here, right now.

But… how?

Knowing the method, I slowly raised my right hand.

The Holy Sword settled into my grip.

“Raise your heads and look around.”

At the King’s command, the nobles all raised their heads.

“No matter what pain follows, do not close your eyes.”

The King’s Authority bound the nobles.

They had never imagined his Authority would turn against them, but the upright nobles regarded this as a chance to prove their loyalty with pride, while others waited nervously for the King’s next command.

I calmly scanned all the nobles with my eyes.

“Witness with your own eyes everything that will happen.”

Once ready, I began to swing the sword.

Slowly, as if performing a sword dance.

Yet, my purpose was unwavering.

The Holy Sword cut the air multiple times, and when I finished the motions, I stopped moving.

A continuously moving sword slashes demons.

Ten Thousand Demons Slash.

The halted sword strike passed over each noble once.

“Ahhhh!”

“My a-a-arm’s been cut…!”


“Ugh!”

The screams rang out sweetly.

Though they were human screams, they sounded strangely melodic because these were nobles.

The place was odd—nobles who constantly embezzled military supplies, or bungled provision counts for knights, or fools oblivious even during the all-out war with the Demon Army.

It was a wonder why they hadn’t been destroyed until the war with the Demon Army.

“Hoo.”

Some nobles closest to the King looked at me with interest rather than fear.

They must have felt their own bodies being cut, but endured it—probably knights who fought beside the King and turned the tide.

No wonder the Kingdom of Lumin was truly a land of knights.

At that moment, a loud scream silenced all others.

“Ahhhhh!”

Though a scream, it sounded like many voices mixed together.

Turning my gaze toward the source, I saw nobles slowly distancing themselves from a man nearby.

I approached the man who lay clutching his right arm.

I kicked the arm he was holding.

Pffft!

“…!”

All the nobles present stiffened.

I saw black blood flowing from the severed arm as it fell to the ground, then grabbed the man by his hair.

I dragged him before the King.

“Did you make a pact with demons?”

“Maybe with devils.”

At my words, the King nodded.

In truth, it didn’t matter which it was.

The evidence—the black blood—was plainly visible.

Pressing the tip of my foot against the noble’s back, who was already unable to speak due to the Holy Sword’s effect, I asked.

“Name?”

“Milone Crowd. One of the Barons guarding the frontlines.”

That name sounded familiar.

I rubbed my forehead, thinking for a moment, then recalled the information Ryuk had given me and nodded.

“Come to think of it, one of the Chimera Research Facility administrators was named…”

“Crowd.”

How on earth were a Baron and the Captain Cockroach of the First Order entangled?

I sighed softly and raised the Holy Sword.

“He’s a man who has given up on humanity; there’s no hope for rehabilitation.”

“Simply joining the Demon Army is treason that threatens the throne. Execute him immediately.”

With the King’s approval, my Holy Sword dropped like a guillotine.

The demon’s head fell, spurting black blood.

At the same time, the oppressive atmosphere that had engulfed the room vanished.

The nobles released harsh breaths, freed from the Sword Master’s Authority.

Only the marquises nearest the King remained composed.

“Lately, I haven’t stayed at the Royal Palace much.”

The King’s calm voice spread.

Though breathing felt easier, the sharp atmosphere hadn’t completely lifted.

In fact, the psychological pressure lingered despite the release from the Authority.

“Fighting the Demon Army at the frontlines, leading knights, defending the territories. Returning from blood-soaked battlefields, most of my work involved managing and cultivating the lands. All for the sake of the people and those who lead them—like you.”

Sword Masters are often viewed as strategic weapons of the state.

What if such a Sword Master could command nobles with a single word?

Nobles are foolish, but not idiots.

Some will always seek to exploit weaknesses and gaps in the kingdom for personal gain.

Some even form alliances to check the King’s power if it grows too strong.

Excessive power creates imbalance, and if the divide between the throne and the nobles deepens, it leads straight to civil collapse.

Fearing this, the King limited his own power expansion and refrained from exerting too much control over domestic affairs.

Instead, he wanted the nobles to bear more responsibility for protecting the people and believed simply setting the example was enough.

Thus, while the King made most decisions, he claimed to have run the country rationally and collaboratively, integrating other nobles’ opinions and possibilities.

“That was just my mistake.”

The King’s confession—though unspoken—made the nobles’ expressions harden.

It was natural.

The reason the King had been silent until now was because he trusted the nobles.

Most nobles active in the Royal Family had fought alongside the King in the war.

They were comrades.

Now that that trust was broken, could the King still view the nobles favorably?

Of course not.

“I ask you all. What should I do now?”

No one dared to answer.

With any sense, no one could speak.

I had no reason to hold back, so I spoke up.

“How about putting the nobles under surveillance?”

Suddenly, I felt harsh eyes on me.

One of the nobles seemed careless, so I pointed sharply in their direction and said,

“Even if they didn’t collude with the Demon Army, it might wake up some fools still oblivious to the situation.”

“Th-That’s so rude…!”

“Shut up.”

The noble about to retort shut their mouth at the King’s order.

“We lack the manpower.”

The King replied coolly, and some nobles’ eyes shifted quickly.

Hmph. So now they realize who’s actually capable.

“Should I help?”

Noble society is all about image management.

Wanting to seize the momentum, I spoke quickly.

“…How?”

“I can’t just tell them outright, and this isn’t the place to explain everything.”

The exact details must remain unknown to the nobles.

But they should at least know surveillance is coming.

That way, their overall activity can be curtailed.

“Surveillance, huh…”

The King chuckled dismissively.

“There’s no need for that.”

“Oh?”

Was he thinking something else?

Just then, the King spoke.

“I will issue one order to all nobles of the Kingdom of Lumin.”

At his words, the nobles stiffened as if they were not courtiers but knights focused on a commander’s orders.

“Anyone found colluding with demons, contracting with the Demon Race, or even suspected of such must report directly to me. Issue an official document distributing this order throughout the city. I will establish a department directly under me to handle these reports. There will be no objections.”

After the commotion died down, the King said to me,

“I would like to entrust you with overseeing the nobles’ surveillance.”

They switch to honorifics the moment the nobles aren’t looking.

For the King’s dignity, I chose to ignore it.

“You didn’t intend to do this?”

“Earlier, I acted that way to reduce resentment between the nobles and the Royal Family.”

“So you were lying earlier?”

“You must learn to do such things well if you become King.”

That was true, so I nodded.

“Know that the price will be generous.”

The King smirked as if expecting that.

“What do you want?”

I twitched my lips and answered.

“Before I answer, create a position for me. Fully loaded with authority to supervise the nobles.”

“Supervision?”


“You’re handing me the nobles’ surveillance, but don’t want to create animosity with them. So it has to be legal.”

“…Ah.”

The King smiled with satisfaction.

“That’s not bad.”



 
  Chapter 6: Price






“Truly a monster.”

Sword Master King Deaurus calmly took a deep breath as he returned to his study and quietly leaned back in his chair.

He had gathered the nobles all in one place and, though even bloodshed didn’t tire him, there was one exception.

In front of the boy who had subdued him, a mental fatigue rapidly accumulated.

‘I’ve never felt such pressure since becoming a Sword Master.’

A pressure strong enough to drain the spirit of a Sword Master.

On the outside, he looked like a mere child barely in his mid-teens, but no one could believe that someone so young could subdue him in just a few moves.

‘Is it that when you surpass the Sword Master’s realm, you somehow become rejuvenated? Or did he take some kind of drug?’

Anyway, Deaurus was faced with a boy stronger than himself.

He, who called himself a hero, could not fathom that the boy was younger than him.

“I—”

‘…By the way, the Special Task Force.’

Deaurus glanced at the document before him.

It contained an outline of the King’s direct Royal Inspectorate.

“Not the kind of idea a mere kid could come up with.”

There was no trace of youthful naivety.

Though it was just a hypothesis, its credibility quickly shifted into reality.

The King quietly stroked the name on the paper—the Special Task Force Captain named Owen.

“What on earth… could his true identity be?”

The King’s quiet groan echoed.

Deaurus Lumin was a trustworthy king.

At least, that was the judgment both Ryuk and I had made.

As the monarch leading the Nation of Knights,

and for having reclaimed some territories that were taken by the Demon Army.

That judgment still stood.

‘Being a king must be a tough position.’

A faint sympathy arose.

The power struggles between nobles and the royal authority—Ryuk had drilled into me that only when balance was maintained there would be no crisis in the state.

But Deaurus was not just someone who understood this intellectually; he was a king who practiced it and was putting it into action.

‘But everything went awry at the final battle against the Demon King.’

There was only one cause.

Captain of the First Knights’ Order, Reinhardt Graves—the cockroach.

It had become an undeniable fact that the traitor had colluded with the Demon Army, continuing up to the final battle.

Therefore, doubts began to arise.

‘Was this all just a scheme the Demon King had prepared?’

I had to assume the worst as a precaution, so it was a hypothesis I could not reject.

But there was an even worse hypothesis added to this.

‘Why did the cockroach target me?’

Judging by the conversations I had with the demons, it was probably connected to the Demon King.

As evidence, the Demon King had predicted that the cockroach would fail to kill me.

However, the demon said that predicting failure was itself a form of success.

What does that mean?

‘For some reason, the Demon King is aware of my existence.’

And he probably knows that I have undergone Time Reversal.

Otherwise, he wouldn’t have used words with such definitive meaning as success and failure on something that could simply be dismissed as ‘coincidence.’

‘Hmm.’

Though I said I’d assume the worst, I don’t have the intellect to consider the ‘absolute worst,’ or the ‘worst of the worst,’ a step or two ahead.

If I did, I would have been the great sage myself.

So this level of assumption is just right.

‘Plans that are too deeply made tend to backfire.’

If I tried to agonize over every little detail before acting, I’d probably die of frustration before even facing the Demon King.

Anyway, the Graves family and Crowd family involved in this incident were surely doomed.

After some time passes, they will either be demoted to the frontlines or their clans will vanish.

I don’t know how the now-empty territories will be handled, but their retainers will likely have to exercise temporary lordship for the time being.

‘Of course, if some of those retainers are involved, that’s a different story.’

Anyway, handling troublesome matters is not my concern right now.

What matters now is using the new privilege granted to me.

“So then, Captain Bern. Vacate the room.”

“…Who are you?”

I frowned at Bern Ajae, who scowled at the sixteen-year-old kid suddenly barging into the study, and extended the order form in my hand.

“I’m someone of a higher rank than you. And this is an order from someone higher than me. Check it for yourself.”

Bern Ajae’s eyes widened as he read the royal order carefully.

“…Who is this Owen?”

“That’s my name.”

“Don’t lie, kid. Even if it’s a joke, this crosses the line…”

“Does the King’s order look like a joke to you? Could it be, Captain, that you’re preparing to rebel?”

“What kind of nonsense is that!”

Bern Ajae snapped and glanced around.

The knights nearby were staring at me with bewildered expressions.

That’s Bern Ajae for you.

He’s really popular.

Thankfully. The head of the First Order of Knights is gone now, but the vacant position has to be filled by someone—

“What? Wait. What did you just say? I haven’t heard anything about that…!”

“Captain!”

A knight rushed in, opening the door roughly.

He was the same one who had previously questioned if I was too young to be accepted as a knight.

“What’s the matter?”

“The… the King has summoned you!”

Bern Ajae glanced at me subtly.


“Go. I’ll guard this place.”

“…Sigh. Baton!”

“Yes!”

“You, make sure this guy doesn’t run off somewhere else. I’ll be back soon.”

“Yes, sir!”

Bern Ajae brushed past me and whispered quietly.

“Talk after you return.”

“Fine.”

“Phew.”

Bern Ajae sighed deeply as he left the room.

The knight Baton asked me.

“By the way, who are you?”

“You ask that even after seeing me speaking informally with Captain Bern? No sense at all.”

Shortly after,

Bern Ajae returned to the study looking tired.

“Good work, Baton. Any unusual matters?”

“No! None at all!”

“Thanks. You may leave.”

“Yes!”

Baton fled from the room like running away.

Watching that, Bern quietly asked me.

“What did you do?”

“Why the sudden formality?”

“The King ordered me to be cautious with you.”

I nodded.

“Well, I guess I have no choice.”

Bern Ajae’s gaze sparkled as if demanding an answer to his question.

I shrugged and replied.

“I didn’t do anything. Baton asked me who I was after seeing me speak informally with you. I teased him for having no sense, and after that, his complexion suddenly went pale.”

“…I apologize for having a clueless subordinate.”

He was once my mentor, so it felt strange hearing him use honorifics toward me.

But what could I do?

Even the King did not forbid the use of honorifics toward me.

It was only natural for knights to show respect to me.

And being addressed with honorifics by my teacher was my burden to bear.

“Being clueless is a good thing. It means being knightly.”

“…Clueless is knightly?”

“Captain, have you heard what kind of person I am?”

“I only heard you are an important figure, but wasn’t told any details.”

“I see. Then you should know from now on.”

I leaned back in the chair Bern had been sitting in.

“I am Owen, the Captain of the Royal Family’s direct Special Task Force.”

“Royal Family direct?”

“The difference from the Order of Knights is… this unit takes orders only from His Majesty the King.”

“…!”

The Order of the Royal Knights is generally overseen by a captain who manages and supervises the whole, but in emergencies, one of the knights or high nobles holding royal titles often takes actual command.

But the Special Task Force is different.

It moves solely under the King’s direct orders.

This meant only one thing.

“…His Majesty has made a ridiculous decision.”

“That’s the normal way to see it.”

An administrative appointment made for just one Special Task Force Captain.

There was no other explanation.

Lumin Kingdom is the Nation of Knights.

Normally, there would be no reason for a Special Task Force to exist.

Because the King has no reason to issue direct orders.

‘The King himself moves on the battlefield, able to overturn anything he dislikes. There would be no reason to create such a unit.’

Moreover, all the nobles of Lumin Kingdom were comrades who had fought alongside him.

Attaching secret surveillance to such comrades would be an insult in itself.

Knights could tell a white lie, but would never deceive themselves.

Especially those who had reached the Sword Master realm beyond humanity—the matter needed no long explanation.

But from today, that ends.

The explosive corruption of the Captain of the First Knights’ Order.

And it was proven that nobles were involved among those entangled.

The problem was, the noble colluding with the Demon Army was surely not the only one emerging from the Royal Family.

‘The reason for giving up humanity is a magical contract with either a demon or the Demon Race.’

Humans are creatures of learning, and demons are notorious for stopping at nothing to overthrow us.

Therefore, they would manage to form contracts while leaving humans as humans.

This was the trickiest case.

Simply stabbing with the Holy Sword would not solve it.

“So, vacate the room today. For now, just the captain’s room. The rest of the knights can be gradually relocated.”

“How many members are in the Special Task Force?”

“For now, just me. And since it will be a minimal force, at least four more will be needed.”

Bern frowned.

“Just that few to take care of this entire place?”

“Hey, Captain Bern, no matter how I look, I’m not such a shameless thief.”

Using just five people to manage the whole Second Knight Order unit, which numbers nearly 200, is impossible.

“There’s a barracks of the First Order of Knights beside this unit, right? Soon, we’ll breach the wall to expand the area. And the Special Task Force will take only about a third of the current Second Knight Order’s space.”

“What does that mean?”

“The Special Task Force only needs five rooms including the captain’s office. No more than that. They won’t even use more.”

Bern asked with a puzzled expression.

“Then why such a big construction?”

“There’s a reason.”

I nodded in response.

“Soon, the Second Knight Order and the First Knight Order will be merged into one.”

“…What are you saying? That’s impossible, isn’t it?”

Under normal circumstances, yes.

“That was the price.”


I became the captain of the Royal Family’s Special Task Force, with the duty to boldly inspect nobles who were in contact with the Demon Army.

“Congratulations on that, Captain Bern. I hope you will lead the Special Knight Order well.”

Seeing Bern Ajae frozen like that after a long time, I couldn’t help but laugh.

“We’re going to see each other quite often from now on.”



 
  Chapter 7: Previous Hero






Thanks to the King’s Authority, the Special Task Force had been established, but since I was still the only member, it was effectively just a unit in name only.

If this situation dragged on, there would definitely be rumors circulating around, so I had to recruit members as quickly as possible—even if just one day earlier.

‘Fortunately, I have the Memory of a Previous Life.’

Honestly, I had considered recruiting the Heroes who fought alongside me in the final battle.

But by now, they must be growing stronger in their respective positions, and some had even already joined the Order of the Royal Knights, battling fiercely on the front lines.

To bring such people into the Special Task Force?

It would be a good idea, but it wasn’t particularly beneficial.

Heroes are structured so that they can’t be taught by others in the first place.

‘Heroes are humans loved by the gods.’

Because of that, they pray to the gods they believe in to receive a Blessing.

Most Heroes fight by strengthening themselves through the power of that Blessing, and thanks to that ability, they can easily reach a level comparable to Sword Masters.

Because of this, most Heroes tend to be poor at absorbing teachings from others.

When I had to properly learn the sword, I had to make countless efforts to avoid relying on the Blessing’s power.

‘Then the only ones left are those guys.’

Those who were once human but ultimately gave up on being human.

The traitors who sided with the Demon Army, even taking over the positions of the existing Corps Commanders.

‘Right now, it’s still before they have betrayed humanity.’

So, I would find them and bring them into the Special Task Force.

They were the ones who had claimed the Corps Commander positions in the Demon Army purely by their own human ability.

If I could manage their spirits and bring them over to our side, they would become powerful allies in the end.

‘…Fortunately, I already know the location of one of them.’

But just knowing the location, it was impossible for me alone to find the person.

As I pondered my options, I quietly sighed.

“In the end, there’s no choice but to do it this way.”

Having decided to act, I immediately stood up and left the room.

The Capital of the Kingdom of Lumin was mostly a lively and bright place.

But where there is light, there must also be darkness.

Just a little distance away from the bright areas spread the slums, dens of beggars.

This place, hidden behind the image of a land of knights, had been devastated by long years of war.

Those who had been broken down by this life had fallen into a pit of despair, unable to find hope.

Yet even in this mire, there were uncut gems that could not shine.

‘The Desolator was exactly such a case.’

A human who had fought alone against one-third of the Humanity Resistance Army on the Demon Army’s side.

Surprisingly, it was revealed that he was originally the eldest son of the Noble House of Redburn in the Kingdom of Lumin.

His family had fallen, framed by certain nobles within Lumin for conspiring with the Demon Army.

The Desolator, having narrowly escaped execution, wandered through the slums, losing his only sister in a tragic incident along the way.

He didn’t die by monsters in the war against the Demon Army, but lost everything to those he once believed were allies—the depth of his grudge was unfathomable.

‘Deep-rooted distrust and hatred toward humans created the Desolator.’

And soon, that unfortunate incident would happen again.

Considering how large it was, preparations must have been underway for several years already.

I had probably walked quite far into the slums.

Before long, some burly men began creeping up beside me.

Soon, one large figure stood directly in front of me.

“Hey, who the hell are you, coming into our territory without permission? You paid the toll, right?”

Without a word, I stretched out my hand.

A holy sword suddenly appeared out of thin air.

“Oh? That guy’s wielding a pretty expensive sword, huh?”

“Kid, haven’t you learned that swinging dangerous weapons around recklessly can get you killed? Ohoho, wanna play swordsmanship games with us old men?”

“Hahahahaha!”

I calmly sheathed the holy sword.

“It’d be a waste to use it on you.”

“Tch, this bastard is rushing his end… Ugh!”

I twisted the jaw of the guy trying to talk back with my left hand.

His face turned upward, and he collapsed dead on the spot.

“This guy just wouldn’t stop looking!”

I caressed the soft belly of the pot-bellied man.

I thought I was touching gently without causing pain, but my hand came away with bits of flesh stuck to it.

“Gurgle!”

As the pot-bellied man coughed up blood and collapsed, a slender figure lunged at me.

He drew a dagger and aimed for the back of my head, but I grabbed the blade, snatched it away, and plunged it into his skull instead.

“Want to come at me again?”

The burly men who had surrounded me gradually backed off.

They seemed to realize they weren’t a match for me.

“Where are you guys going now?”

But them not attacking wasn’t part of my plan.

I grabbed the head of the one trying to run and slammed it against the wall.

The wall cracked, shaking violently.

If I hit it a few more times, it would probably collapse, so I threw him to the ground and stomped hard on his head.

The sound of bone breaking was strangely satisfying.

“Guys who swing weapons at a brat like me have probably done the same to quite a few others, right?”

Some of these guys even smelled strongly of blood.

“There’s no reason for me to spare you, right?”

Since they were proven murderers, I had no intention of letting them live.

I chased after the one who was clearly running away, kicking him on the heel.

“You’ve never fought a Hero before, huh?”

Bang!

Just a kick tore off the attacker’s leg.

“Aaaaah!”

His screams echoed throughout the slums.


Nearby beggars quickly hid inside buildings, watching silently.

I stepped on the bleeding man crawling on the ground and asked,

“Where’s your king?”

“Sa, sa, sa… save me… ugh.”

Hmm, the last guy I caught was weaker than I expected.

I didn’t think he’d die from losing a leg.

Maybe I should have just broken it instead.

I sighed and scratched the back of my head.

“I’ve told you this much, but you’re still going to pretend you don’t know?”

With those words, I suddenly threw the holy sword toward the dark alley.

I heard someone grab the sword and get pushed back.

“…You’re quite rough.”

“Then why didn’t you just come out when I spoke calmly?”

A middle-aged man emerged from the darkness, holding the holy sword.

He threw the sword toward me.

Since I had no reason to catch it, I dismissed the summoning.

The sword flying at me vanished in a flash of light, and at the same time, a fist flew into my vision.

I thought about dodging, but since there was no malice in it, I stood still.

The fist stopped right in front of my face.

Hmm.

His gaze lowered.

My finger pointed straight at his heart.

I shamelessly smiled and said,

“It’s a draw.”

The man withdrew his fist and replied,

“I lost.”

“I said it was a draw.”

“If my fist and your finger collided, the force would have canceled out. So, I lost.”

No, isn’t it more important that we both aimed for fatal spots?

I briefly questioned this, but it wasn’t a logic that would work on this stubborn man.

I gave up trying to persuade him in real time and looked at the man in front of me.

The King of the Slums asked,

“Who are you? Why are you looking for me?”

“You’re pretty calm. I thought you’d complain about me killing your men.”

“Ah, there’s a misunderstanding. Those guys aren’t my men. They were people I was planning to kill anyway.”

“Oh, I see. So I beat you to it.”

After lightly clearing up the short misunderstanding, I immediately spoke his identity.

“The former Hero, Toruman Wibeller.”

His eyebrows twitched.

Ignoring that, I continued.

“I want to make a request to you, the king who rules over the slums.”

“…You could’ve just called me the King of the Slums, you know?”

He muttered a small complaint, and I answered nonchalantly.

“Then I’d have to explain in great detail why I chose you for this job.”

Toruman quietly stroked his chin and asked,

“Who are you looking for?”

Recalling the outline of the unfortunate incident involving the Desolator, I answered.

“There was a man and a girl who recently came here, right?”

“The slums have so many people. I don’t remember every single one of them.”

“The notable thing is that the man has silver hair, and the girl has blonde hair. They’re too beautiful to fit into the slums. Even if dust is on them, a noble’s dignity doesn’t fade that easily, right?”

At that moment, Toruman’s expression turned deadly serious.

“…Why are you looking for those two?”

Hmm, I didn’t expect such a sensitive reaction.

‘So, Toruman is involved after all.’

I glanced around once and quietly lowered my head, saying,

“Revenge for the Noble House of Redburn—want some help?”

“…?!”

The King of the Slums’ eyes filled with shock.

Muffin Redburn.

The Desolator’s real name.

The Noble House of Redburn had fallen into ruin due to the accusation of collusion with the Demon Army.

Colluding with the Demon Army is a grave crime punishable by execution for three generations.

The eldest son, Muffin, narrowly escaped execution with his only sister, fleeing the border and growing a desire for revenge against the Noble House of Kiren, the rival family that framed his own.

“This is where Muffin is.”

“Hmm.”

And so, I arrived in front of the shabby house that served as Muffin’s hideout—the origin of the recent unfortunate incident.

“For such a run-down house, it’s quite extravagant, huh?”

“…Did he notice?”

“Yeah. He didn’t hide it very well.”

The shabby mansion was covered with all kinds of defensive magic and intrusion prevention spells.

Some of its magic was even leaking out despite efforts to conceal it.

If Ryuk had hidden it, it would have been more perfect than this.

“…No way. We implemented security measures so that even traces of magic and tracking wouldn’t work, and those were executed by a top-class security specialist wizard from the Magic Tower.”

“Guess the specialist wasn’t that professional after all.”

“Well, whatever.”

“Nope.”


Toruman looked at me with cold, resigned eyes.

I shrugged and replied,

“Is it a sin that I can see it?”

“I didn’t say anything.”



 
  Chapter 8: The brother and sister of the Donggong earthquake






I approached the shabby house plastered with magic and knocked on the door.

“Is anyone inside?”

“…Who’s there?”

“I’m here to help you.”

“……”

Not long after, the door opened, and a young man taller than me stepped out.

Ignoring me, he asked Toruman, who was behind me, “What’s this brat?”

Toruman smirked and replied, “He’s a Hero, just like me.”

“This little kid?”

“And stronger than me.”

“…You’re joking, right?”

“Do I look like someone who jokes?”

Using my small stature, I slipped past him and entered the room.

“Hey, wait! Don’t step—”

Crack! Fshhh.

“—you can.”

I had just stepped on and broken a magical trap, then turned around with a bored expression.

“The way you welcome guests is a mess. Homeowner, aren’t you coming in?”

“……”

Toruman sighed and patted Muffin’s shoulder.

“Excuse me for a moment. I’ll mediate between you.”

“I suppose some explanation is needed.”

“That’ll be inside. This isn’t something to talk about out here.”

“…Understood.”

The door closed, and Toruman entered, taking a seat on the sofa.

I sat next to him and immediately got to the point.

“Muffin Redburn. If you stay like this, your only younger sister will die.”

“Cough! Cough!”

Suddenly, he started coughing as if choking.

Toruman gave me a baffled look.

“What nonsense is that all of a sudden?”

“Elena Redburn, right? That’s your sister’s name?”

“You did some background check on me, didn’t you?!”

No, I already told you I came to help, so what’s with this attitude?

“Shut up and just listen. If you stay like this, you won’t get revenge or anything else. Everything will be ruined. Do you want to hear me out or not?”

Muffin wiped the saliva trickling from the corner of his mouth and waved his finger in protest.

“Toruman, can’t we just kick this lunatic out?”

“If we could, we’d have done it by now. As you can see, this guy is crazy and stronger than me. You can’t judge him by appearances.”

“Sigh.”

Muffin let out a heavy sigh and cast me a sharp glance.

“How much do you know?”

“That your family was destroyed due to the false accusation of colluding with the Demon Army, and that you left the Kingdom, wandering the Slums with your sister, seeking revenge on the Noble House of Kiren’s Baron—the very one who framed you.”

That’s the official truth so far.

“And that the Baron of Kiren knows all your plans and is preparing to stab you in the back—that’s the truth I know.”

From here on, the history that actually happened will have to be changed.

Toruman asked subtly.

“How do you know that?”

“That, I can’t tell you.”

“…”

I had to keep the fact that I came from the future a secret for now.

No one knew where the Demon King was lurking.

Especially if that person would one day become a Demon King’s Army Corps Commander.

Of course, it was highly likely the Demon King knew I had time-traveled, but even so, there’s a difference between suspicion and certainty.

“Why?”

Muffin asked.

“Why do you want to help me?”

I nodded and answered.

“I need your strength.”

“I heard you’re stronger than Toruman?”

“I have to accomplish something impossible alone.”

“What is it?”

“Peace of the World.”

“…You really are crazy.”

Muffin looked exhausted and rubbed his forehead.

Toruman looked at me seriously and asked.

“How do you plan to achieve world peace?”

“First, we have to kill the Demon King.”

“…I see.”

Toruman leaned back on the sofa and chuckled.

“Definitely not something one person can do.”

“…Sir, do you really believe that?”

Toruman didn’t answer but stared off into the distance.

“I’ve seen the Demon King once. From afar, but still.”

I glared at Toruman’s expression.

A faint trace of fear was etched in his eyes.

“Honestly, I can only say it was overwhelming. He’s not simply called the ‘king’ of demons or devils.”

Judging by how specific his description was, he must have really seen it.

“No, it’s questionable whether you can even call him the same kind of creature as us. At least, you could only describe him as something on an entirely different level from us.”

I nodded and replied.


“The name ‘Demon King’ is just a title humanity gave him so we wouldn’t weaken ourselves.”

He was something with the will to exterminate humanity.

Something that performed near-omnipotent acts for that purpose.

Outwardly resembling a human, yet simultaneously a divine being far removed from humanity.

“But not all-powerful.”

“Hmm.”

“To bring him down, Heroes alone can’t unite. All living beings on the remaining continents must come together as one.”

Even as we talk, humans on the frontlines are dying fighting monsters.

But the front isn’t only humans.

Dwarves, Elves, and other minor races have joined forces to stop the Demon Army’s advance.

“But no matter how much you do, if you don’t defeat the Demon King, everything will be meaningless.”

The world still stands on the brink of destruction.

If the Demon King isn’t slain, all life will perish.

The army to oppose the Demon King is ready.

The Hero prepared to kill the Demon King is ready.

What’s missing are the supporters who will fight alongside the Hero—the so-called Hero Party.

Toruman looked me in the eyes.

“You’re going to do that?”

I nodded.

“If we don’t, we all die.”

“…Not only a straightforward answer, but you’re absolutely certain.”

It has to be that way.

Because I’ve been through it all.

But since I couldn’t reveal this, I dropped a hint.

“Heroes usually have good intuition, right?”

“…I can’t deny that.”

Humans blessed by the gods.

That’s why they are Heroes.

When a Hero says they have good or bad intuition, it’s a kind of divine grace—a sort of future foresight.

Toruman must have already sensed that I told the truth.

“Let me ask you one thing.”

“What is it?”

“Have you fought the Demon King?”

…Huh?

“Hey, sir. Isn’t that a bit much? No way a kid who doesn’t even look twenty has fought the Demon King…”

“How did you know?”

I was honestly surprised.

Even with good intuition, I didn’t think he’d be able to tell that much.

Muffin trailed off with a dumbfounded expression, but I didn’t care.

Toruman nodded as if he expected it.

“I guessed from your expression when you heard the word ‘Demon King.’”

“My expression? What about it?”

“You showed no interest whatsoever. As if you were hearing a story you already knew.”

“…Oh, I see.”

So that’s it.

To guess all that just from my expression.

“Sir, you’re smart—like a friend level.”

“…That’s a rather ambiguous compliment.”

“Don’t worry. It’s a compliment.”

I don’t know if he has the sage-level magical knowledge, but I thought our ways of thinking would get along well.

“Wait a second. I think my head can’t keep up with this story.”

Just as Muffin’s face turned pale and panicked,

Toruman and I both turned our gazes toward the door.

Click.

“Brother? Who are you talking to?”

The one who came in was a blonde girl about my age.

“Eh, Elena? What are you doing here?”

“The magic traps in the house broke, so I came to see if something happened…”

Elena looked back and forth between Toruman and me, tilting her head.

“Who’s this… sir?”

I waved my hand and replied.

“He’s here to help you.”

“……”

I looked at Muffin’s face, which seemed to want to say a lot but looked helpless, and continued.

“And he’s the one who told your brother you might die soon.”

“Hey, you!”

Muffin frowned and seemed ready to snap.

“Elena, don’t worry. He’s just here to talk with your brother…”

“Brother. Quiet for a moment.”

Elena’s eyes sharpened as she stepped toward me.

“Say that again.”

I nodded and repeated.

“I’m the one who said you might die.”

“Why do you think I might die?”

“That’s not a question asked out of ignorance, is it?”

“……”

Elena fell silent at my question.

That alone was a sufficient answer.

“The plan’s preparation, the financing, and even the Capital Slums King are cooperating, and your name is on the list of all the planners.”

“……”

“If the Baron of Kiren finds out about the plan you prepared, who will be the first target?”

Muffin’s face turned pale at my question.

“Wait… Elena. What is this? Weren’t we supposed to put my name out front?”

Elena looked at Muffin firmly.

“If we’re going to rebuild our family, you can’t have even a single blemish. Don’t forget that our family’s principle has always been justice.”

“That’s that!”

Muffin frowned and grabbed Elena’s shoulders tightly.

“You’re the last family I have! Why did you do something so reckless?!”

“It’s not recklessness. It’s determination.”

The sharp aura in Elena’s eyes made Muffin flinch.

It was like the look of a wolf eyeing its prey.

I clapped my hands to lighten the mood.

“I’m not done talking yet, so both of you calm down.”

“……”

“……”

Seeing the cat-like siblings glare at me, I nodded.

I ignored Toruman’s dry, cold gaze.

“I’ve felt ignored since earlier, so I’ll say this one more time—listen carefully.”

I picked up the kettle on the table and took a sip.

The warm water soothed my throat.

“I came to help you take revenge. I have the strength and the justification. But I want to borrow your strength.”

Muffin stepped forward, as if protecting Elena, and asked.

“…Why do you need our strength that badly?”

“I already told you. For the peace of the world.”

“Don’t joke around.”

It’s true, but since they didn’t believe me, there was nothing more I could say.

“Alright. I guess I should show you something to ease your doubts.”

I waved my hand and pulled out the Holy Sword.

A dazzling sword wrapped in light appeared in my hand.

Then, as soon as I grasped the Holy Sword, I swung it toward Elena.

“Ahhh?!”

“W-What is this all of a sudden?!”

The Holy Sword sliced through Elena’s body.

Twisting in pain, she collapsed.

At the same moment, Toruman rushed past me, grabbing the black smoke flowing from behind Elena and slammed it to the ground.

It was a Ghost Demon often used as a scout by the Demon Army.

Toruman smashed the demon’s form with his shining fist and asked me with a tired expression.

“Would it kill you to say something before acting?”

“If I did, I’d never have caught it. Do you think it’s easy to catch a formless demon? Just having a Holy Sword doesn’t mean you can slay them all.”

I almost attacked without warning again, so if I’d missed it, handling the aftermath would have been difficult.

Of course, that doesn’t mean I couldn’t handle it.

It would just be a hassle.

I met Elena’s pale gaze, who realized a demon had latched onto her, and asked.


“I just saved you from the demon’s grasp. That shows how serious I am.”

“……”

“I can solve the biggest problem you’re facing. What will you do?”

Elena and Muffin’s pupils dilated wildly.



 
  Chapter 9: A rabbit in a corner






“Nine times out of ten, the Ghost Demon attached to you is connected to the Noble House of Kiren.”

The Ghost Demons used as scouts by the Demon Army come in various types, but they all share one crucial trait.

That is, they possess a certain level of intelligence.

For a Ghost Demon to be attached to children moving to exact revenge against the nobles who destroyed their family?

Just this alone was enough evidence for me to be certain that it was tied to the Noble House of Kiren.

A greedy noble who would go as far as framing another family to climb higher would never waste energy caring about trivial matters in the Slums.

Yet, the scandalous incident before the regression had erupted in the Slums, and it was clear the malice was aimed at Murfin and Elena.

No human faction was watching over these siblings—so who could have informed Baron Kilen of their whereabouts and plans?

The answer was obvious.

“Well… until now, we’ve never detected any movements searching for you in the Slums. At best, the only one has been this guy standing right in front of you.”

At Toruman’s words, Murfin and Elena let out low groans.

“Still, it’s hard to believe some lunatic who instantly tries to clear suspicion by swinging a sword is someone we should trust.”

“Yeah, who’s asking you to trust him willingly?”

“……”

“I’ve done what I could. I caught the demon, gave you a chance, even tried to help with your revenge. Honestly, I think I’m pretty good-hearted. Don’t you agree?”

Murfin and Toruman shot each other a sharp glance.

Ignoring them, Elena, having recovered from the pain, asked.

“You said we’re needed, right?”

“Right.”

“Tell us your exact purpose. What do you want to use us for?”

Exact purpose, huh.

What would be the right answer to this question?

I already mentioned that we need to defeat the Demon King and bring peace to the world—so I doubted they were asking just to hear that again.

After a moment of thought, I spoke slowly.

“First, I want to help you come back out into the light.”

At that, Murfin and Elena’s eyes widened.

Their reaction was understandable.

Here in the Kingdom of Lumin, they were still rebels and traitors.

If their identities were discovered, they would face immediate execution.

“And after you come out into the light, you’ll join my ranks and receive proper training fitting of subordinates.”

“……Join your ranks?”

“Exactly.”

Toruman interrupted with a question.

“Were you a noble of the Royal Family?”

“No, I’m not even of commoner status.”

I twitched my mouth as I answered.

“But I am affiliated with the Royal Family, and I only take orders from the King.”

“……!”

Murfin and Elena, perhaps because they were once noble-born, seemed to grasp the meaning behind my words and showed surprised expressions.

“……Who exactly are you?”

“I’m the Hero, the one who came to help you, your future superior, and someone fighting for world peace.”

“……”

I said all I could.

I reached out my hand to them.

“If someone else said this, you’d probably ask, ‘Will you take my hand?’”

“……”

“But I’m not that person. Take it. This is your last chance.”

Elena swallowed and asked.

“And if we don’t?”

“Do you know what it means that a Ghost Demon has attached itself to you?”

It might sound sudden.

But it’s not sudden at all.

“A Ghost Demon is essentially a monster directly under the Demon King’s command, used as a scout.”

Demons infiltrate human society, study people, cause civil wars, and incite betrayal.

They lure humans with sweet words, intoxicating them with power and pleasure before leading them to ruin, ultimately devouring their souls.

In other words, demons who approach humans to make contracts have a clear purpose: to devour those humans eventually.

But what about the Ghost Demon we caught this time?

It shared information with Baron Kilen, actively worked to bring down a noble family, and was solely dedicated to endlessly satisfying the desires of its contractor.

If some of those desires had been fulfilled, it should have already devoured its contractee.

Yet, Baron Kilen was still alive.

A demon not carrying out its meal is proof that its purpose lies elsewhere.

“I don’t know what that purpose is, but one thing’s certain: the Demon King’s scout has been watching you. This means the Demon King is interested in you. It also means there’s a chance he might want to recruit you.”

“What do you mean by that…?”

“Of course, the Demon King won’t come to you directly with an offer. The problem is that you might end up becoming the Demon King’s minions on your own, or, feeling disgust for humanity, you might throw yourself into the Demon Army. The Demon King just nudges you in that direction.”

Murfin frowned.

“Isn’t that a bit of a stretch…?”

“Would you still say that after your sister was killed by Baron Kilen?”

“……”

His sharp retort silenced Murfin.

He clearly lacked confidence in himself.

I expected him to push back at least twice more, but his mental fortitude was weaker than I thought.

‘Or maybe it was already fragile to begin with.’

Anyway, mental strength can be rebuilt.

Exercise is the best way to clear distracting thoughts, so if they join me, I’ll keep them busy enough to stop thinking about other things.

“If you refuse to take my hand, I have no intention of letting you live here. I’ve been explaining the reasons up to now, so if your intelligence isn’t as lacking as I thought, you should understand.”

That was a matter for later.

For now, what mattered was whether these siblings would take my hand or not.

I directed my outstretched hand toward Elena and said.

“So take it. No more words.”


“……Haah. So there was never really a choice.”

Elena’s soft hand, like marshmallow, grasped mine, but the force within her grip was strong.

“Well done.”

It felt like a cat whining to let go, so I shook her hand up and down and released it.

“Hey, Cat Brother won’t take your hand?”

Murfin stretched out his hand with a reluctant expression.

“……Why the sudden nickname?”

“Since you’re my subordinates now, you deserve a codename. You two are the Cat Siblings from now on. From now on, you’ll answer my questions with a meow.”

The siblings responded with the exact same expression.

“Are you crazy?”

“Lost your mind?”

“I’m joking.”

The mood lightened as I intended.

Seizing the opportunity, I let go of Murfin’s hand and said.

“Cancel all the plans you made. Baron Kilen probably already has all the information, so they’re useless now, and worse, they’re ticking time bombs threatening your lives.”

Toruman quietly licked his lips.

“……Quite an investment went into preparations. It’s a shame.”

“How much was spent?”

“About 100 gold coins.”

“That’s a lot.”

Knowing what kind of plans these siblings had, I understood the amount well enough.

“You had to create the pretense of proposing a business to Baron Kilen and prepare accordingly.”

The plan began with Toruman, called the Capital Slums King, inviting Baron Kilen out under the guise of a business proposal.

Then the Redburn Siblings would set off bombs planted beneath the meeting hall—boom, boom, boom!

A magnificent fireworks and fire festival was set to unfold in the heart of the Slums.

But the plan would inevitably fail.

Baron Kilen already knew about it.

“Hmm, no, wait. Scrap that cancellation for now.”

I thought for a moment and came up with a brilliant idea, attempting to retract the message.

“Cat Siblings. I have good news for you.”

Murfin and Elena looked puzzled.

They didn’t seem to care much about the codename Cat Siblings after all.

‘So the problem was the “meow.”’

I twitched my mouth and said.

“I think we can legally take down Baron Kilen. Listen up.”

That day, I spent about three hours detailing the plan to take down Baron Kilen.

“Heh heh heh, this will be a very easy task.”

Baron Heiler Kiren rubbed his hands together with a sly grin.

Inside the moving carriage, a short man wearing a hood sharpened his sword and said,

“Don’t let your guard down. Remember, the person we’re dealing with is the former Hero.”

At the man’s words, Baron Kiren swept his bangs aside and snorted.

“Who doesn’t know that? Toruman was quite famous even in my territory.”

“Then you understand that his fist might smash your face.”

“Heh heh, that’s unlikely. You’re here.”

Baron Kiren stroked his waxed mustache, which shone with luster.

“That skill that wiped out more than half my mercenaries? Even if he’s the former Hero, handling a has-been should be easy for you, right?”

“I wouldn’t say he’s a has-been, but he’s skilled. Still, I’ll win.”

“Ha ha ha! It’s your confidence that earns my trust.”

Baron Kiren drank tea with an elegant posture.

Even inside the shaking carriage, there wasn’t a trace of disorder, showing his noble pride.

“Besides, this will be an opportunity to settle an old grudge. Killing two birds with one stone, so to speak.”

“……You still have what I gave you, right?”

“Of course. It’s essential for our plan, so naturally, I’m keeping it safe.”

The man nodded.

“They planted many Magic Scrolls underground in the conference hall. I’ll tamper with the mana circuits to trigger explosions and handle Toruman simultaneously.”

“In the meantime, I’ll capture those two and throw them into the Order of the Royal Knights for terrorism charges. After that…”

“The Royal Family will take care of the rest.”

“Perfect!”

Baron Kiren’s position rose as the one who resolved the Capital incident.

Rising position is extremely important to nobles.

It determines who holds the advantage in legitimacy.

Legitimacy may mean nothing to some, but to nobles, it’s like precious fertilizer worth more than gold.

“It’s been ten years since I eliminated the rival family. Finally, my time to shine.”

Baron Kiren’s face beamed with ecstasy.

The man, watching this despicable scene, averted his gaze toward the changing scenery as if to ignore the filth.

“Apologies, Baron Heiler. I should have informed you sooner, but it seems we won’t make it on time, so I came out to greet you.”

Toruman bowed as soon as we entered the Capital, standing at the city gates.

Baron Kiren struggled to hide his surprised expression and asked,

“The meeting place changed? What do you mean?”

“We received intelligence that terrorists had infiltrated the originally planned venue. With help from the Order of the Royal Knights, the place was raided, and the perpetrators were caught. However, since it seems the terrorists’ target was you, Baron Kiren, it’s too risky to hold the meeting there. So, I’ve moved it to my own House.”

“I-is that so?”

Baron Kiren began sweating nervously.

‘What’s going on? Why the sudden change?’

He knew the Redburn Siblings and Toruman were in cahoots.

Despite that, he chose to walk into the trap because he was confident.

If someone from the Demon Army was helping, Toruman wouldn’t be a problem.

But…

‘If they’re terrorists, it must be those siblings. Could they really have been captured by the Order of the Royal Knights?’

If so, why did Toruman report them to the Royal Knights?

‘No, no. That’s not important now.’

The Redburn Siblings are wanted by the Royal Knights.

If their terrorist status has been handed over, the only fate left for them is execution.

‘Then the end must be…’

Toruman Wibeller.

What is this man’s true purpose for appearing before me?

Baron Kiren calmed his trembling heart and asked,

“Very well. Lead the way.”

“Please follow me, coachman.”

The carriage doors shut, and Baron Kiren asked the man polishing his sword,

“The plan’s a bit messed up, isn’t it?”

“I heard the Redburn Siblings were taken by the Royal Knights?”

“I think it’s a trap. Toruman was working with them, planning and coordinating. Unless there’s internal strife, he wouldn’t suddenly hand them over.”

“……Internal strife, huh.”

Baron Kiren smirked slyly.

“I’ll poke around a little.”

“Do as you please.”

The man leaned back in his seat with a nonchalant look.

Soon, the carriage arrived at a large House in the Slums’ center.

Baron Kiren got out and asked Toruman, who was about to guide him,

“Are you all right?”

“What do you mean?”

“The meeting place. I heard you spent quite a bit of your own money on it.”

“Haha, you heard about that? How embarrassing.”

Toruman cleared his throat.

“Honestly, it’s disappointing. We planned a grand party there, but I suppose it was the will of the gods.”

“Hmm? You a believer?”

“Hahaha, in a sense, I’m one of the devout.”

“Hmm.”

Baron Kiren smiled but ground his teeth quietly.

‘Tch, no openings.’

No foothold to dig into.

Before long, Baron Kiren entered Toruman’s House.

Seeing Baron Kiren sit on a luxurious sofa, Toruman asked,

“May I offer you some tea, Baron?”

“No tea. I’m busy and need to move quickly. Let’s get straight to the point.”

“Ah, the business proposal. Yes, I should mention that.”

Toruman wore a meaningful expression and spoke softly.

“First, I should tell you the name of the business I prepared.”

“Name? The Marble Stone Project is already grand enough, did you prepare something else?”

“Haha, just listen. We put a lot of effort into this.”

Toruman smiled at me.

“The business is called, ‘Rabbit in a Corner.’”

Pffft!

“……What?”

At that moment, Baron Kiren’s whole body sank through the sofa, pierced by a sword.

Suppressing the rising pain, he turned his head stiffly in shock.


The man who had been caressing his sword in the carriage moments before removed his hood and said,

“Don’t move. This is a holy sword, so you won’t die, but it hurts like hell.”

A small boy, barely twenty, pressed his hand down on Baron Kiren’s shoulder.

“Not bad, huh? You joined the Demon Army and even framed innocent people, so feeling pain is only natural. What do you think?”



 
  Chapter 10: Sin and Punishment






The newly devised plan, which took a full three hours to finalize, maintained the overall structure of the operation originally set by the Redburn siblings.

However, many of the detailed elements had changed significantly.

First, I disguised myself as part of the Demon Army and went to Baron Kilen for assistance.

I lied, claiming that the Demon King had sent me to help dismantle the Redburn siblings by using the mercenaries Baron Kilen had under his command as pawns to bring him down.

With my lie, into which I poured my very soul, Baron Kilen’s mansion was quietly searched from top to bottom, gathering various evidence of corruption.

But what made me slap my forehead was the fact that traces of Ghost-type Demons coming and going were far more abundant than signs of corruption.

With plenty of proof of corruption in hand, there was no need to drag things out any longer, so I set a date for the meeting and lured Baron Kilen to the capital.

And now, the current situation.

Thinking back on having to spend three whole days cooped up in the den of either Baron Kilen or some idiot baron just to reach this moment wasn’t exactly a pleasant memory.

But it had allowed me to annihilate the demons who came to meet Baron Kilen.

Perhaps because I held the Special Task Force’s authority to overthrow a noble house even if caught, there was no trace of nervousness at all.

This is exactly why having Inspection Authority is so great.

It gives you the freedom to do whatever you want.

“This, this is what…?”

“Don’t deny reality. Look at us properly. Hey, don’t look away now.”

Thwack!

My fist scanned over Baron Kilen’s face.

Baron Kilen, whose face was roughly brushed, shouted with a fierce expression.

“You, you deceived me!”

“You’re only realizing that now?”

Thwack!

“Y-you really thought you’d get away with this…?”

“Come in.”

At my single command, the closed door swung open and a group of knights poured in.

At their forefront was Vern Knight Commander.

“…Is it you?”

“That’s right.”

The Vern Knight Commander frowned and approached Baron Kilen.

“Baron Hailer Kilen, you are hereby served the Royal Decree.”

Baron Kilen’s complexion instantly turned pale.

“Evidence of ongoing embezzlement of public funds, breach of trust, and collusion with the Demon Army has been uncovered. Therefore, I, Deaurus Lumin, in the interest of the Kingdom’s peace and security, hereby strip Baron Hailer Kilen of all titles and authority, and order his immediate execution.”

Grinding his teeth, Baron Kilen swiftly reached into his pocket.

It was the Escape Scroll I had given him.

Since I hadn’t stepped in directly, Toruman and the Vern Knight Commander who were observing also refrained from intervening.

Baron Kilen’s body was swallowed by a swirl of light, and the Holy Sword that had been binding him sagged under its own weight.

“Is it alright not to give chase?”

At the Vern Knight Commander’s question, Toruman nodded.

“There’s no reason to chase someone insisting on drinking their own punishment.”

“…Punishment?”

I smirked at the Vern Knight Commander’s puzzled expression.

“You have to give them a chance.”

At least a chance for the siblings wronged by Baron Kilen to get their revenge.

“Huff! Huff!”

Baron Kilen collapsed to the ground, surrounded by the fading light, clutching at his chest in a panic.

Although the pain from the sword wound lingered, there was not a single visible injury.

“Ugh, that bastard…”

He was not part of the Demon Army but a Hero!

I hadn’t anticipated such a development at all.

No, the fact that he had acted as if he knew everything about the dealings he had made with the demons was absurd from the start.

“To think a Hero would possess the talent of a con artist.”

I thought I had been cautious.

That’s why when I first saw him, I even tested him a few times.

After all, Heroes naturally harbor a deep animosity towards demons and demonkind.

To receive the grace of the gods means to harbor a natural murderous intent toward them.

This is not something that can be concealed simply by strong self-control.

But he had none of that.

‘At least I confirmed the Escape Scroll was genuine.’

Since the caster can set the coordinates for the escape point, there was no chance the knights could pursue him.

“Ugh, I have to cross the border quickly…”

“Where do you think you’re going?”

At that moment, a soft, melodious voice came from behind Baron Kilen.

“Y-you are…”

A girl with cute blonde features.

Elena’s eyes shone brightly.

“You thought using the Escape Scroll would let you run away?”

“…How?”

“Didn’t you notice? I was the one who coded how the coordinates for that Escape Scroll were set.”

“…What?”

“Oh, I guess you didn’t know I’m a mage, Uncle. I suppose you never cared about what abilities the heirs of the houses you were trying to topple possessed.”

“Y-you made that?”

“Don’t make me repeat myself.”

Suddenly, Elena’s gaze shifted sideways.

Bang!

Baron Kilen’s left arm flew off.

“Guh?!”

Blood spattered everywhere from the severed limb.

“Y-you dare…!”

“You dare? Are you really in a position to say that, Uncle?”

Elena flicked her hand.


Baron Kilen’s body floated up and crashed into the nearby forest.

“Ugh! H-how can someone like you wield ancient magic?! That should be the exclusive domain of the Magic Tower!”

Psychokinesis Magic and Spatial Magic.

Both of these were on a different level from commonly known magic.

Elena shrugged.

“Does that really matter?”

“…Ha.”

Baron Kilen quietly trembled in defeat.

“Ha ha, ha ha ha, hahahahahaha!”

“Oh my, have you lost your mind?”

Elena frowned at his reaction.

Could it be he didn’t fully comprehend his predicament?

He shouldn’t even have the mana left to cast magic after using the scroll.

“Sorry I’m late.”

At that moment, Murfin approached Elena’s side.

“Welcome back, brother. If you’d been any later, it would have been all over, but I left some for you.”

“Thank you.”

“No problem.”

Murfin stepped forward, and Elena silently conjured a magic arrow with one hand.

It was a mana arrow for precautionary suppression, just in case.

“Long time no see, Uncle.”

“Ha ha ha ha. Looks like the legendary beast has cleared up, Murfin.”

“Why did you do it?”

Why did you bring down the Noble House of Redburn?

“Why? That’s an obvious question.”

Baron Kilen answered, bewildered.

“Because it’s the duty of the nobility.”

“Duty of the nobility?”

“Exactly.”

What is a noble?

They are those who rule over the commoners.

Those who enjoy all knowledge and power.

Possessing such power means they must protect those beneath them.

That is why nobles must be willing to do anything to enhance their power.

“So they can feed their subjects. Especially in these times of war! They must aim higher than anyone else! But Redburn, how did you behave?”

They gave up on climbing higher, all in the name of justice.

That was neglect, tantamount to starving their subjects and leading those they should protect to death like reapers.

“I will do whatever it takes to protect my family. By any means!”

Murfin muttered incredulously.

“Your family has been dead for a long time. More than that… they were likely sacrificed to demons in exchange for becoming the Demon King’s minions.”

His eyes burned with cold fury.

Baron Kilen sneered in response.

“Their bodies and souls have become fertilizer to feed the subjects. Having sacrificed myself to fulfill the sacred duty of a noble, I’m sure they are proud.”

“…Insane.”

Murfin sighed.

“Well, the time for talk is already past. Let’s end our ill fate here.”

“Ha ha, end? By whose will!”

At that moment, Baron Kilen’s eyes reddened.

He stretched out his remaining arm sideways and shouted.

“Your servant is in danger! Please grant your grace!”

Murfin and Elena exchanged puzzled looks at the sudden, incomprehensible plea.

But shortly after, the sky began to darken ominously, and a sense of dread washed over them.

“Brother!”

“Yes!”

At Elena’s shout, Murfin immediately threw a punch at Baron Kilen’s face.

To clear the Redburn family’s name, Baron Kilen had to be taken alive to stand before the royal court.

They absolutely had to knock him out here.

“It’s too late.”

“Guh?!”

Just before Murfin’s fist landed on the sneering Baron Kilen, a black light rained down.

Elena looked up in horror.

“That’s… the entrance to the Realm of Demons?”

Suddenly, the gateway to the Realm of Demons opened in the sky.

But instead of demons pouring out, a black light was being fired directly at Baron Kilen.

It was an unprecedented phenomenon.

“Damn it. What’s going on?”

The black light enveloped Baron Kilen, kicking up a dust cloud from the impact.

“Krkrkrkr.”

As Murfin and Elena stepped back cautiously, a hand stretched out from the dust cloud accompanied by a sinister laugh.

“Elena! Danger!”

Murfin immediately shoved Elena to the side, wrapping his arms around her in defense.

“Gahk!”

The extended arm struck Murfin.

“Brother!”

Elena unleashed a volley of mana arrows into the dust cloud, trying to suppress it.

After the dust settled, Baron Kilen appeared, covered in mana arrows from head to toe.

“…What?”

Baron Kilen’s once slender human form had grown terrifyingly large.

Muscles covered his entire body, his skin darkened, and his fierce, glowing red eyes made it clear he was no longer human.

“What a magnificent body.”

The mana arrows piercing his body lost form and crumpled.

His severed arm quickly regenerated.

“Today, I am reborn. The Demon King has bestowed a role upon me. Today, I will sever the ties with you and become complete.”

At that moment, Murfin and Elena were left stunned.

“Hmm? What’s wrong? Surprised by my new form?”

“Your size has grown, but your arrogance hasn’t changed one bit. If you had taken even a moment to reflect on yourself, you wouldn’t be asking such foolish questions.”

“…?!”

Baron Kilen was startled by a voice behind him and swung his arm around swiftly.

Boom!

And it was cut off.

“Embezzler, traitor, colluder with the Demon Army, and now one who has abandoned his humanity.”

The accuser calmly revealed a sword shimmering with starlight.

The Sword Aura, said to be wielded only by Sword Masters who had transcended humanity, glittered like starlight.

Murfin and Elena already bowed their heads pale-faced.

“Your Majesty, the King.”

“…”

Baron Kilen’s face was painted with confusion.

The Kingdom of Lumin’s one and only Sword Master was passing judgment on the criminal noble.

“Baron Hailer Kilen. Thank you for your service to the Kingdom thus far.”

“W-wait…!”

Before he could finish, numerous sword markings appeared across Baron Kilen’s body.

The speed of the sword strikes was too fast to be seen.


Within a moment imperceptible to humans, Baron Kilen’s body was sliced hundreds of times, scattering like dust in midair and dissipating.

The black blood, flesh, and bone fragments strewn on the ground were the only remnants of the monster who had once abandoned his humanity.

Deaurus sheathed his sword and said,

“Rest well. Forever.”



 
  Chapter 11: The starting point of the brave party






The revenge of the cat siblings had effectively ended in failure.

They must have felt deeply frustrated—not having been able to subdue Baron Kiren on their own, and instead almost being overpowered.

But aside from that, the siblings’ charges and the false accusations against the Redburn Baron had been cleared.

No one else but the King himself had heard every word of the conversation between the siblings and Baron Kiren, who had turned into a monster and died gloriously.

“So, you’re saying the Black Light fell?”

Three days after the incident.

With most of the aftermath settled, I had returned to the Special Task Force’s headquarters, where Muffin—reeking of sweat—was briefing me on what had happened.

“Y-Yes… It seems that the hole torn open in the sky was connected to the Realm of Demons.”

Muffin, now officially one of my subordinates, hesitated before speaking.

“Hmm, you’re too stiff. Why don’t you try to relax a bit?”

“…”

Muffin’s gaze sharpened, looking at me as if I were crazy.

Knowing roughly why, I sighed and asked the man occupying the corner of the Special Task Force office.

“My direct superior, aren’t you going to work?”

The King, who had been engrossed in paperwork, looked up and replied.

“Watching how my direct subordinates work is part of my duty as well.”

“And your duties as King?”

“The Administrator covers most of that. I already handled the important matters, so there’s no need to worry.”

“…Poor subordinates keep dying, though.”

The Administrator must have been overwhelmed with the internal chaos at the Royal Palace. On top of that, the Black Light incident near the Capital and the noble family’s betrayal had piled the work even higher.

Moreover, the King had just cleared the Redburn Noble Family of dishonor and forcibly placed their two scions—who had been on the wanted list—into the Special Task Force, the Royal Palace’s inspection squad. This only deepened the anxiety that spread among the nobles, contributing further to the workload.

I swear I could hear the Administrator’s wails all the way from here.

“The atmosphere around here has been tense lately. People say the King’s moving toward a total dictatorship to dismantle the nobles’ vested interests.”

The King scoffed at my remark.

“Well, they should’ve done better from the start.”

“…Owen.”

Should I take that half seriously?

After all, the King had indeed loosened the nobles’ reigns too much until now.

And the result was human collaborators with the Demon Army appearing everywhere. They can’t exactly complain openly.

Their only options are spreading conspiracy theories and manipulating public opinion.

In other kingdoms, such things would be guarded against and actively suppressed…

‘But the King of the Kingdom of Lumin must not be like that.’

Being the Swordmaster King means that the strongest knight in the kingdom is also its sovereign.

Therefore, the strongest King pays no mind to public opinion.

He must always stand firm, always be strong, and always hold the center.

The King’s steadfastness is the nation’s defense.

His strength becomes the strength and morale of the knights who protect the kingdom.

To show even a flicker of doubt toward conspiracy theories or baseless rumors is weakness.

“If extreme conspiracy theories or bizarre rumors spread, we can deal with them appropriately, right?”

“Exactly. That’s why I granted you authority to coordinate with the Special Knight Order.”

“Throughout our conversation, you’ve had plenty of chances to leave. Does staying mean you won’t leave until the very end?”

“Yes.”

I nodded roughly and looked at Muffin.

“Stay stiff. You’ll feel better if you give up.”

“…”

“Anyway, as of now, the only being capable of opening a hole from the Realm of Demons into the living world and projecting their power is still the Demon King. That means Baron Kiren was a betrayer who contracted with the Demon King.”

“That is…”

Muffin frowned deeply.

“I heard that betrayer was your uncle. Is that true?”

“…Yes.”

“That bastard was a dog.”

“…Huh?”

Muffin looked bewildered, and the King glanced at me with a curious expression.

“Why? Did I say something I shouldn’t?”

“Well… No, but even so, he’s family, and calling him a dog out loud like that?”

“I have no family.”

Muffin’s face turned pale.

“Ah…”

“And an uncle who sells out his own parents, clings to the Demon Army, and tries to kill his own nephews—is that family? Is ‘family’ such an easy word?”

“Well…”

Muffin opened his mouth but couldn’t speak, his pupils trembling wildly.

No matter what, one cannot feel sympathy or empathy for someone who tried to kill them.

“…No.”

I poured water into the cup on the table and said,

“Muffin, just so you don’t misunderstand, I’m not going to blindly curse that betrayer just because he allied with the Demon Army.”

“…Huh?”

The King also tilted his head, apparently puzzled.

I had to choose my words carefully since this was about events from my previous life.

“Let’s think about it this way. A noble family fell from grace—not because they joined the Demon Army, but simply because they lost in a noble conflict.”

Even amidst a raging war against the Demon Army, nobles who cling to their privileges exist everywhere.

“The family was thrown into the streets. Their lands were taken. Yet the fortunate thing was that, even though they became commoners, they remained decent people.”

Though reduced from nobles to commoners, they successfully adapted their lifestyle accordingly.

They had always been nobles of good character and modest spending habits.

Their children found jobs and earned money on their own.

“But after the fight, the victorious nobles feared the fallen family would rise again. So they hired assassins to wipe them out.”

Muffin frowned and asked,

“You mean there are such utterly vile scum in this world?”

“More than you’d think.”

“…”


With that blunt answer, Muffin fell silent.

I continued.

“The family head was attacked first. Then the eldest son, the wife, and the second son followed. The youngest, a girl and quite beautiful, was the only survivor. Having lost her noble status and lands, she became a target for the nobles who wanted to enslave her.”

I recalled the screams of that noble who had tried to carry out such evil.

“To avenge her family’s murder, the youngest drew a contract circle with a demon. A talented mage decided to join the Demon Army on purpose. Her bloodied rage caught not just any demon’s attention, but the Demon King’s.”

“The noble who tried to enslave her was utterly crushed—limbs broken and torn apart.”

The King wore a puzzled expression.

“That’s quite a detailed story. Is it a real case?”

“What do you think?”

“…”

The King was silent, likely pondering the implication of my words.

Ignoring him, I spoke again.

“The Demon King contracts with humans overflowing with negative emotions. In a war-torn era like this, many people harbor intense negative feelings.”

“If there are so many betrayers who contracted with the Demon King, shouldn’t incidents like this one happen often and be publicly known?”

“Logically, yes.”

But the Demon King is beyond our logic.

“The Demon King never leaves his contractees in the living world. He always takes them to his realm.”

“For what purpose?”

“Obviously, to use them in the Demon Army. Like I said, their emotions are extreme—whether greed, rage, hatred, or pleasure. Those who are unhinged and twisted join the Demon Army. We haven’t seen those bastards yet, though.”

At that moment, Muffin seemed to realize something and shuddered.

“W-Wait a moment. You don’t mean…”

I met Muffin’s eyes and answered.

“We are the Special Task Force. And the starting point of the Yongsa Party.”

Someday, we will have to enter the Realm of Demons, where the Demon King’s Castle lies.

And there, countless humans who guard the Demon King’s Castle will await us.

“Once someone joins the Demon Army, they are no longer human—they’re traitors to humanity. It’s right to see them all as bastards threatening mankind. But blind hatred only begets a chain of hatred.”

In the face of war, one cannot afford to respect the enemy.

This applies not only to the binary of human versus monster, but even on a person-to-person level.

Still, we must not lose the respect and dignity that allows us to treat others as human beings.

To lose that is to betray oneself and admit to being no better than beasts.

Reason unclouded by the madness of war is always essential.

“I’m not saying to treat them like humans. I’m saying to divide them into bastards who deserve curses, and bastards who deserve sympathy.”

“…So you’re saying both are just bastards?”

“They’re different.”

I looked Muffin directly in the eyes.

“Was your uncle a bastard worthy of sympathy?”

“…No.”

Muffin scratched the back of his head with a look of understanding.

“Ugh. Well, I get what you mean.”

The King rose from his seat.

“When I talk with you, I hear incredible stories quite often.”

“You’ll hear and experience even more, especially as we get closer to the Demon King’s Castle.”

“…Hmm.”

The King twitched his mouth and said,

“When we created the Special Task Force, the stated purpose was world peace… But it seems you were much more sincere than I thought.”

“I’ve always been serious.”

“Ha ha!”

The King opened the office door.

“I look forward to your future exploits, Owen, Special Task Force Captain.”

“Yeah. Thanks for covering that last time. It was really a role that should have been handled by the Special Knight Order.”

“Eh, I guess it was good exercise for me after a long time, too.”

Recalling the day we pulverized that bastard who contracted with the Demon King, Muffin and I exchanged satisfied smiles.

Not long after the King left his office, Elena came in.

“Captain Owen, Toruman is here to see you.”

“Already?”

Hearing that, I set down the stack of papers where I had listed 108 ways to inspect the nobles and stood up.

“Is it really the person you’re looking for?”

At the same time, Elena handed me a sheet of paper.

It was a fairly well-drawn composite sketch.

“That matches. The vibe is completely different from what I remember, though.”

Elena nodded.

“Beatrice isn’t a very common name, so we found her quickly. But it turns out she’s not in this neighborhood.”

“Where is she?”

“The Prasion Kingdom.”

A neighboring kingdom close to the Kingdom of Lumin.

“Good. Then I’ll have to make a little business trip.”

“But are you sure this is the person you’re looking for? She doesn’t seem like the schemer you described.”

I shrugged at Elena’s comment.

“You don’t need to worry about that.”

The person in the composite was definitely someone I knew.


It was just…

‘The complete opposite of how she was when she was the Commander of the Demon King’s Army Corps of Scorn.’

Beatrice.

The second priority candidate for the Special Task Force’s recruitment, smiling broadly while wearing an apron and carrying a large plate piled high with bread.



 
  Chapter 12: A cruel bakery virgin






If the Kingdom of Lumin was a land of knights, then the Prasion Kingdom was a land of technology.

Of course, it wasn’t a level of technology as absurd as the dwarves’ weapons.

If it were, humanity’s kingdoms wouldn’t be three separate states, but a single empire.

After all, nobles everywhere are the same in protecting their own interests.

“At least it’s fortunate that they don’t quarrel in the face of the great calamity called the Demon Army.”

Anyway, currently, as the Special Task Force Captain, I had entered the Prasion Kingdom to recruit talented new recruits.

The only relief was that Beatrice was a bakery maiden living in a small frontier village far from the Prasion Kingdom’s capital.

Since I belonged to the Royal Family’s Direct Control Unit, it would be troublesome if I entered a foreign country without permission and got marked by the King of Prasion.

I was here to bring back my subordinate (soon-to-be), not to weaken humanity’s overall strength.

“So, why exactly have I been brought here?”

I dismissed Muffin’s question in one sentence.

“Hey, the superior is working, and the subordinate plans to be loafing around?”

“…I’m just here to recruit subordinates, so why am I caught up in this?”

“You’re on the payroll now.”

The Special Task Force was directly under the Royal Family.

Naturally, since the salary came in the Royal Family’s name, you had to do as you were told.

“And the King ordered me to perform the duties of the Special Task Force, so when I give orders to you who belong to the Special Task Force, my orders are effectively the King’s orders.”

“That sounds like some ridiculous nonsense depending on how you look at it.”

Muffin wanted to argue, but wisely chose to stay silent, tapping the back of his neck as he asked.

“Enough small talk. What are you actually going to make me do?”

I crossed my arms and nodded toward a certain place.

Before me was the exact scene in the montage—a guest being welcomed by Beatrice.

I handed money to Muffin and said,

“Go buy some food.”

“…Huh?”

“Didn’t you hear me? I said buy some food.”

“Why food all of a sudden? Isn’t it enough to just recruit them?”

I looked at Muffin with a disbelieving expression.

“If you go to someone with a proper job and blurt out ‘I’m from the Royal Family, become my subordinate,’ do you really think they’ll respond with ‘Oh, what an honor!’ and follow you willingly?”

“Then what should I do?”

“You have to gather information. Most of the Special Task Force’s future work will basically be information gathering.”

I looked Muffin in the eyes.

“Start learning seriously now. Soon a new member will join the Special Task Force, and you’ll have to train them.”

“Me?”

“Why, don’t you want to be a senior? Do you want to be the eternal youngest? Or do you plan to burden your sister, who is doing the best job in the Special Task Force, with training the youngest? You know you’re currently the least useful pillar of the Special Task Force, right?”

Muffin coughed weakly, struck in the solar plexus by my sharp words.

“…Ahem. Just saying.”

“I’ll cut you some slack, but from now on think twice before you speak.”

“I will remember that.”

After receiving the money, Muffin went to Beatrice’s bakery and picked out some bread.

Dumb as he was, his skill in choosing bread was pretty good.

He picked the freshest ones.

When he tried to pay, Beatrice spoke.

“Oh my, I haven’t seen you before. Are you traveling?”

“Ah, yes. I had some business passing nearby.”

“I see. Do you like strawberries? I made a new menu item this time, made with fresh strawberries. Please try it.”

“Oh, strawberries. My sister would love that. Could I get it to-go?”

“Of course. That will be thirty Fairy Tale Coins.”

“…That’s pricier than I thought.”

“Because the process of making it isn’t straightforward.”

As Beatrice said, the bread’s appearance was exceptional for something simple.

It contained various ingredients and was like a dessert fit for a noble household, so it was certainly premium.

“A frontier town that’s better off than I expected.”

But Muffin had been a noble before living in the Slums.

After a brief moment of surprise, he handed over thirty Fairy Tale Coins.

“Do you enjoy baking?”

At that moment, Beatrice’s hand paused briefly while packing the bread.

It was such a fleeting moment that untrained eyes would miss it, but she couldn’t avoid my gaze.

“Yes, it’s what I live for.”

“…I see.”

“Here you go, all packed.”

“Thank you.”

As Muffin left the bakery, he said,

“I’ll come back to buy more bread later.”

Beatrice smiled softly, covering her mouth.

“Hoho. Then I look forward to seeing you again.”

Soon Muffin approached me from across the street and handed over the bread.

As I unwrapped the package, I asked,

“Muffin, why do you think I brought you into the Special Task Force?”

“Isn’t it to be the bread shuttle?”

“That’s just secondary.”

“…Why deny it when it fits so well?”

“But you’ve been fulfilling the bread shuttle role way too faithfully.”

“…”

Unwilling to deny that, Muffin changed the subject.

“You told me to learn the Special Task Force’s duties. I guess you wanted to train me in that while I was out buying bread, too.”

“That’s right. So, what did you learn? Anything small will do—just say what comes to mind.”

Muffin groaned as if pondering, then slowly spoke.

“First, the variety of bread was huge. The baking skill would be no exaggeration to call first-class. The bakery was very clean. Even before I entered, quite a few people had gathered, but there was not a trace of footprints or dust.”


“Anything else?”

“At the register, I noticed a trash bin where several perfectly fine loaves were thrown away. Most seemed to have strawberries.”

I immediately took out a strawberry-filled bread from the package.

The sandwich-like bread had fresh cream inside with strawberries layered on top.

Taking a bite, the soft cream mixed with the juice from the fresh strawberries, delivering a strong sweetness in my mouth.

“More?”

“…From here, it’s just my personal impression, with no proof or certainty.”

“Go on.”

“I somehow feel that woman’s outward demeanor isn’t genuine. It’s as if she’s wearing a shell.”

Now that the real information was coming out, I nodded.

“Continue.”

Muffin frowned.

“That’s all there is. I can’t say anything more recklessly, and it would be rude to do so.”

“Didn’t you feel it was dangerous?”

“…Huh?”

Muffin made a confused expression at my question.

But rather than genuinely not knowing, it looked like he was vaguely aware of something, his expression ambiguous.

“She looks somewhat fragile. Pitiful. You get the feeling you want to protect her.”

Listening to me, Muffin’s expression turned goosebump-inducing.

“Did you learn some kind of mind-reading magic? How do you know exactly what I wanted to say?”

“…Is that so?”

I have memories from a past life, so I could understand, but Muffin was truly someone with an incredible ability.

He’d caught on to what I only vaguely felt after just one look.

“Muffin, there’s a real task you have to do from now on.”

The bread shuttle’s eyes turned serious.

“What is it?”

“Simple. You’ll conduct a field investigation.”

I immediately took a paper from my pocket and handed it to Muffin.

“A map.”

Muffin took the paper and checked the contents as I nodded.

“That’s right. The place I’m giving you has been verified by the Capital Slums King.”

“Where is this?”

I calmly spoke, recalling what I knew about Beatrice.

“It’s the location of Beatrice’s birthplace.”

After sending Muffin to the place where Beatrice’s birthplace was, I waited for nightfall.

The moment Beatrice closed the bakery and left after finishing business, I waited for her to disappear, then prayed toward the moonlight.

Optimized for concealment, I headed straight for the bakery.

Normally, I would have entered without leaving a trace, but since it was Beatrice, I changed my approach.

Since I had already decided to recruit her, I couldn’t avoid confrontation.

I pulled up my hood, took up the Holy Sword, and sliced through the bakery’s entrance.

The firmly closed door was cut away, revealing the interior.

A faint scent of flour permeated softly.

Passing by the tidy display shelves, I entered through the back door.

It was the storage for baking ingredients.

Looking around, I found an entrance leading underground.

I immediately swung the Holy Sword, smashing the floor.

Stairs leading underground appeared, and I entered without hesitation.

As I descended the stairs, a foul stench that hadn’t risen before mixed with the pleasant bread and thick flour scents.

Entering a chamber inside the underground area, the source of the stench greeted my eyes.

“I knew it.”

Corpses were strewn about.

So many that it was impossible to count.

They weren’t just lying on the floor.

Some were hung on the walls as if butchered.

The scent of blood was thick and the stench overwhelming.

An ordinary person would not have just gagged but probably vomited at the sight.

But it didn’t stop there.

“All the corpses have been desecrated.”

The corpses weren’t just corpses—they bore marks of being indiscriminately mutilated after death.

Like an outlet for rage.

“What is the rage aimed at?”

I recalled the details about Beatrice, the Commander of the Legion of Destruction, the captains of the Legion she led, how she increased her strength, and the environment she was entangled in as a human.

I let out a soft sigh.

It was enough to sketch out what situation Beatrice was facing.

“Who are you?”

At that moment, Beatrice appeared behind me, realizing something was wrong at the bakery.

Since I had cut the door and the Spatial Magic used on it, it was natural.

Having heard footsteps from outside while I observed the mutilated corpses, she arrived exactly on schedule.

I walked through the desecrated corpses and asked.

“Did you do this?”

“That’s not an answer to my question. Besides, do you think I’d kindly explain this to an intruder who broke into my store?”

“Why do you think you can’t explain it?”

“…Who wants to show others killing people?”

“But these aren’t people, are they?”

I swung the Holy Sword immediately.

The sword, which cannot cut ‘people,’ sliced one humanoid corpse in half.

“Anyone who knows the Demon Army would probably do this kind of desecration to ‘Demon Race’ corpses.”

“But before they were Demon Race, they were people.”

“I see.”

I curled my lips and looked at Beatrice.

“So, are you ashamed that not only did you kill humans, but you also desecrated their corpses and got caught?”

“Hah! That’s ridiculous sophistry.”

Beatrice narrowed her eyes and took a stance.

“I just don’t want to be wrongly accused by someone I don’t even know and be driven out of the village again.”

“Wrongly accused.”

The interesting words kept coming out.

“I see. So, those human-form traitors who sided with the Demon Army came after you, and to resist them, you had no choice but to kill these. But since they look exactly like people, there’s a high chance of being falsely accused. Actually, not just a chance—you’re already going through it. Am I right?”

“If you know…”

Beatrice’s gaze glinted sharply.

“Then just die quietly!”

Those were the eyes of a murderer.

Clang!

I blocked Beatrice’s dagger with the Holy Sword and whistled.

“Hey, hey, calm down. I’m not here to hurt you. Why so impulsive? We’re still talking.”

“If you weren’t here to hurt me… then you shouldn’t have broken my bakery door!”

“Hmm, that’s true.”


Clang!

Sparks flew as I pushed my face close to Beatrice’s and said,

“But honestly, this situation is much better than stabbing each other while you’re honestly running your bakery.”

Beatrice’s eyebrows furrowed fiercely.



 
  Chapter 13: Her back story






Why on earth did Beatrice leave the corpse of a Demon Race member right beneath the bakery she runs?

And why didn’t she inform the village, even though she killed the Demon Race?

No matter how much you try to think about this within the bounds of common sense, it just doesn’t add up.

This should be something easily explained with a proper explanation.

So…

‘I need to think beyond common sense.’

First of all, Beatrice may be pretending to be ordinary, but she is by no means an ordinary woman.

Just looking at the context of the conversation I just had with her proves that.

Most of the Demon Race members in the Demon Army are humans who made contracts with demons.

They gave up being human, which is why the derogatory term ‘Demon Race’ was attached to them.

However, Beatrice regards even such Demon Race members as ‘people.’

The key point is that since they are ultimately rooted in humanity, it’s not entirely wrong to think that way.

But Beatrice goes further—she treats killing the Demon Race not as slaying monsters but as the murder of people.

The absurd part is that she carries out this murder without the slightest hesitation or disgust and with a clear purpose: her own self-preservation.

This means that Beatrice’s murderous acts and her attitude toward them are not limited to just the Demon Race.

If given justification and reason to do so,

she would kill actual humans without hesitation.

And she would do so without any hesitation, acting impulsively as she does now.

Chaeng!

Beatrice’s dagger slanted against my holy sword.

She’s stronger than I expected.

Even though she isn’t a Demon King’s Army Corps Commander yet, her skill in striking vital points is remarkable.

This isn’t the first time she’s done this.

I’m sizing her up as I go, but even compared to assassins roaming shady back alleys, she’s on equal footing.

“Ugh, at least let me land a hit!”

“Nope.”

But that doesn’t mean she can go toe-to-toe with the Hero who killed the Demon King.

I quickly twisted Beatrice’s arm, spun around, and subdued her.

Outwardly, it might look like insane dancers frolicking around the Demon Race corpses, but the reality is quite different.

“L-Let me go!”

“I’ll let you go if you promise to behave.”

“I’ll behave. I promise I’ll behave!”

“Alright.”

I released her without resistance.

Beatrice immediately turned and stabbed her dagger toward my neck.

I reached out and let the dagger pass through my hand.

An unpleasant ripping sound and splattering blood hit my face, but since it’s a wound that heals with one prayer, it didn’t matter.

Grabbing her hand still clutching the dagger, I said,

“Ah, finally we’re looking at each other properly.”

“Iygh!”

“You said you wouldn’t go wild, but as soon as you’re off the leash, you stab someone. Why such a fuss?”

“Well, because you’re an intruder!”

“Earlier, I clearly said I wasn’t here to harm you.”

“How can I believe that? The door was torn off, you barged into the basement without hesitation! And you didn’t even look shocked when you saw the corpses!”

“So, did I curse at you? Call you a corpse-defiling murderer? Or did I come with a royal warrant to arrest you?”

“……”

She had nothing to say and finally fell silent.

“I’ll let go of your hand. Please behave this time.”

Beatrice made a sulky face.

“…Fine. No point in struggling—you’re stronger than me.”

“That’s right.”

I released her hand, and she sprinted toward the door at high speed.

I threw my holy sword and collapsed the entrance.

“This time you didn’t attack!”

“I told you to behave, not to run away.”

I stretched out my hand, and the holy sword returned to me.

Cornered, Beatrice shot me a spiteful glare.

“Why are you doing this to me? What did I ever do wrong…?”

“Are you sure you did nothing wrong?”

“……”

Beatrice fell silent at my words.

Her gaze turned cold, and the spiteful look disappeared.

“What did I do wrong?”

“You asked.”

“You came knowing nothing, yet you’re unfairly accusing me.”

“Ah, so that’s how you think?”

Apparently, she thought I came here clueless.

But what can I do?

That’s not the case.

“I was going to tell you this later, but to clear up the misunderstanding, I need to hit you with the truth.”

“What nonsense…”

“Have you been feeling murderous impulses lately?”

“……”

“Well, maybe it’s inevitable. Abandoned by the family that gave birth to you, longing to be loved by them, you put on the act of normalcy. Yet, in the end, they never loved you. Every day you endure boiling jealousy as you watch your younger siblings smile and live happily between them.”

“……”

“And sometimes, to release that anger, you took small knives in your hands and repeatedly humiliated and insulted those who came to target you. You even know where those Demon Race you killed came from, don’t you?”

Beatrice lunged fiercely and threw a punch at my face.

With no reason to block, I evaded and grabbed her collar, forcing her to her knees.

“Don’t lay a hand on my family!”


“Calm down, calm down. Like I said before, I’m not here to hurt you.”

“How can I believe you when you know everything!”

“Believe me.”

I grabbed Beatrice’s face with both hands and looked deeply into her eyes.

“Because that’s the only way you’ll survive.”

“Wh-what does that mean…?”

“Oh, and you’re making a huge mistake.”

“A mistake?”

“Why do you think those people are your real family?”

Beatrice’s face turned pale and twisted.

“What… what are you saying?”

“Oh, you really don’t know? Or are you just pretending not to?”

From what I can tell, it’s definitely the latter.

“Beatrice St. Germain. A Magical Engineering expert of the Prasion Kingdom and daughter of St. Germain Baronette. Born in the frontier, and although a Baronette’s daughter, you’ve lived a long time as the eldest daughter of a noble house.”

“……”

“You believe that, don’t you? Am I right?”

“What… what are you trying to say?”

Listening to Beatrice’s trembling voice, I became certain.

This woman was not unaware of the discomfort and abnormality of her situation.

“You don’t have memories of back then, do you?”

“……!”

“You only know what you’ve been told. That your name is Beatrice St. Germain, daughter of a Baronette, born in the frontier, eldest daughter of a noble family. Right?”

“……”

“St. Germain Baronette didn’t want to announce that his daughter had amnesia to preserve the prestige of his noble status. So he disguised you as a bakery maiden from the frontier and declared that his daughter had died in an attack.”

All this information was secured by Ryuk before facing Beatrice.

To understand how she completely fell into ruin, began to despise humanity, and started to humiliate them.

To analyze her psychology deeply and find her weaknesses.

Of course, such an analysis was useless to me.

Unless the Demon King is killed, no matter how much analysis or prevention is done, humans like Beatrice who want to join the Demon Army will keep appearing forever.

We’ve fought the Demon King for a long time and had to always see beyond what we imagined.

“But you clung to them because you wanted their love. Running the bakery, you tried to regain their favor with luxurious desserts and contracts, hoping to become family again.”

“Stop…”

Beatrice’s gaze dimmed.

On the other hand, the questions I held about her surged up fiercely.

“Didn’t it seem strange? Even if the Baronette’s position wasn’t fully noble, as a Magical Engineering expert, he should be respected anywhere in the technologically advanced Prasion Kingdom. Knowing his daughter has amnesia shouldn’t have turned that respect into neglect.”

Yet, fearing neglect, he disguised her death and made her live as a bakery maiden.

Is that normal?

“Please… stop.”

I grabbed Beatrice’s face again as she tried to break free.

“Wait, that’s not all. St. Germain Baronette sent assassins to completely erase your existence when you tried to reconnect with him. And those assassins were turned back by you.”

The corpses scattered around here were evidence of that.

“But then, why on earth did the Baronette send demons, not humans, to assassinate his own daughter?”

“……”

One thing is certain: St. Germain Baronette is one of humanity’s traitors entangled with the Demon Army.

But that’s not the end.

“Shall we get to the root of the problem?”

“Please, please, don’t say that…”

I told the trembling Beatrice the harsh reality with a firm expression.

“Why on earth did you want to be loved by St. Germain Baronette? Even with amnesia?”

Not having memories means losing your past.

Losing your past means all the emotions you felt in those memories vanish too.

“Of course, as they say, even if the mind forgets, the body remembers. Memories don’t entirely disappear just because you lose them.”

In that sense, losing memories can be a blessing to some, and a curse to others.

“But not for you.”

None of that applies to Beatrice.

The one trying to take her life is St. Germain Baronette.

If they really had beautiful memories, it would be normal to part ways and cut ties for the sake of those feelings.

But this Baronette not only sends assassins but doesn’t even try to hide his connection with the Demon Army.

Since all the demons were slaughtered, it’s reasonable to assume he doesn’t even care if Beatrice finds out.

It’s as if he doesn’t mind if she discovers the truth.

And judging by Beatrice’s reaction, that behavior was the right call.

…If only I hadn’t interfered.

“The fierce longing for love you’re experiencing isn’t even the remnant of lost memories, nor your true desire. It’s an ‘injected emotion’ of some kind. Even if not injected, there must be another reason tied to it.”

Beatrice’s face turned pale as she silently listened.

“That’s nonsense. Injected emotion… Why would I—”

“Doubt is natural. But think about it. If they were your real family, wouldn’t they worry if their daughter with amnesia were in danger? Wouldn’t they fret over even a slight distraction causing her harm? That’s what real family is.”

Beatrice dropped her head low.

“But they cut ties with you over some petty Baronette’s pride, lied about your death, and are now sending demons to kill you. Even now, do you still want to protect them? It’s time to stop running from reality.”

“B-but they’re family! Blood family! No matter how much they rejected me, it’s undeniable that I’m family!”

Her eyes no longer shimmered with tears.

No longer did she smile purely like an ordinary bakery maiden.

Only a lonely, immature child desperately craving love remained.

I gently asked the whining child,

“Really?”

“……”

Her shoulders shook violently.

“Do you really think so?”

“……What are you trying to say?”

“You have no memories, so how can you be sure they’re your real family? Can you prove it?”

“Well…”

She couldn’t.

Naturally.

If you have no memories, how could you confidently say anything as proof?

“Then why have I held on so far…? This is all I have left…”

Beatrice’s pupils trembled intensely.

When reality begins to be denied, humans are driven to psychological limits.

…But somehow, does this feeling of discomfort go too far?

Anyway, I couldn’t leave her shaken and patted her shoulder.

“Beatrice. Pull yourself together. You can’t fall apart here. You’re not someone who should break now.”

Teeth grinding could be heard.

“After pushing me to the brink, now you say that…!”

“Do I have to say what I said earlier one more time before you understand?”

I gripped Beatrice’s chin and made her look directly into my eyes.

“I’m not here to harm you. I’m here to help.”

Beatrice’s pupils trembled.

“Why?”


At the obvious question, I smirked and replied,

“Because I want you.”

“…Huh?”

Beatrice made a dumbfounded expression.



 
  Chapter 14: Rapid development






Beatrice was undoubtedly one of the people I absolutely had to recruit.

When she became a Corps Commander of the Demon King’s Army, countless members of the Humanity Resistance Army had fallen to her, along with many generals who met tragic ends.

The Commander of the Army of Scorn, who wielded cruel tactics capable of turning an entire Kingdom into a sea of fire in an instant, and whose vicious tongue had manipulated kings, twisting the entire Continent’s political landscape to her will.

She had spent most of her time operating covertly among humans, and the military resources wasted in attempts to capture her alone amounted to the loss of an entire corps.

Not to mention, she was a woman whose actual combat strength as a Corps Commander was truly threatening.

Just watching her relentlessly launch offensives against me made it clear that, in terms of sheer military might, she would hold her own even against the Knights.

But the bigger reason was her temperament.

She was someone fundamentally flawed in her concept of morality—prone to murderous impulses without regarding them as wrong, acting impulsively on these urges.

Leaving such a volatile woman unchecked risked her turning dark, creating one of the worst enemies I would ever have to face.

‘There’s no reason for me to watch that happen again.’

It was better to drive a stake through the heart of this issue here and now.

I looked at Beatrice’s stunned face and spoke again.

“You look like you don’t understand. It’s not complicated. I want you. That’s why I’m helping you.”

“W-what do you mean… want me? To think that… from someone I’ve never even met…”

“You’re quite flustered. What I said can’t have sounded that strange, can it?”

“Ugh…”

Beatrice frowned in embarrassment before letting out a deep sigh and asking.

“Sigh… Just say it plainly. What do you mean by wanting me?”

“Exactly what I said. I want everything about you.”

Your talent, your skill, and you as a person.

I want you as my subordinate.

Beatrice wore a bewildered expression.

“You mean you’ve been running background checks on me just because you want me?”

“If I’m going to have you, I need to save you first, don’t I?”

Humans who sided with the Demon King’s Army often forgot they were even human—destroying everything precious to them without feeling anything.

To bring such people back to being human even for a moment, one had to make them recall their past and stir strong emotions related to it.

That was Ryuk’s theory: that killing a Corps Commander of the Demon King’s Army as a person was a form of salvation.

Then, following Ryuk’s logic, preventing someone from becoming a Corps Commander by using their past would also be an extension of that salvation, wouldn’t it?

Of course, I didn’t need to explain all this to her in detail, so I left it out.

“…I can’t accept it.”

Beatrice muttered with a hollow look.

“If I accept that, I’m denying everything I’ve been until now.”

I judged that I couldn’t persuade Beatrice any further with words alone.

“Then maybe facing the truth will change your mind?”

“…The truth?”

“Yes. Staying as you are only extends a hellish daily life. It’s just more escapism from reality. In the end, you’ll struggle in agony without finding any meaning and die all the same.”

Of course, that death would be by my blade.

I planned to ensure she met death as a human before becoming a Corps Commander of the Demon King’s Army.

That would surely be the last mercy I could grant.

“…”

“Then at least, isn’t it a good idea to find out why you ended up in this situation? To uncover the memories you’ve forgotten, one by one?”

Beatrice clasped her hands together and wriggled them—a habit she had when organizing her thoughts.

I’d often seen this habit when she was fighting against Ryuk and me.

“Alright.”

And the end of that habit always led to a decision.

“If you said that to me, it means you’re ready to see the truth, right?”

I nodded in response.

“Of course.”

I led Beatrice to the nearby village.

Carrying her, I flew through the sky, and she asked in a shocked voice.

“W-were you a Hero?”

“Why do you think so?”

“Well, naturally! Praying to the gods to massively enhance physical abilities—that’s something only a Hero can do!”

“Is that so? The Paladins of the Holy Nation can probably do that much too.”

“W-what? Then you’re saying you’re a Paladin?”

“No, a Hero.”

“Then I was right! But if you’d been a Paladin, my neck would have been chopped off by now. Damn it! I almost got fooled!”

“Feels unfair. I never tried to fool you.”

“Shut up! You’re making me so mad I could die. Seriously.”

Her temper is something else.

But it’s not a bad thing.

Though she looked nothing like the bakery girl she once was, this side of her felt strangely familiar.

Even when we were enemies, we sometimes got along well enough to bicker, but meeting as people gave a new feeling altogether.

We must have bickered like that for a while under the moonlight as we traveled.

I found the inn where Murfin was staying—Murfin was the one I had sent ahead for reconnaissance.

When I knocked, a voice called from inside.

“Cuckoo.”

“It’s me. Open up.”

“Cuckoo.”

“We never agreed on a codeword. Can I just barge in?”

“Cuckoo.”

“Dragon’s roar.”

Click.

The door opened, and Murfin appeared.

“Hey, why don’t you just answer me right away?”

“Tests like this are how a superior usually operates. And I am your superior.”

“Y-yes, yes. Besides the King, you’re my only superior. No objections here.”

Ignoring his sarcastic tone, I entered, and Beatrice followed behind.

She addressed Murfin.


“Oh my, we meet again. Were you acquaintances?”

“Yes, he’s my superior.”

“…That must be hard for you.”

“Can’t be helped. I owe him my life, so I follow.”

“…Was your approach to me part of that as well?”

“Yes.”

Murfin and Beatrice exchanged awkward greetings.

I closed the door and asked.

“Is the room soundproofed?”

“Even if you shout, nothing will leak outside.”

“Good. Since you two know each other, try warming up to each other little by little from now on. Murfin, how’s the reconnaissance report?”

“We finished the investigations as ordered.”

Murfin sighed deeply and looked at Beatrice.

“Are you really planning to take this… person with you?”

“Yes. No change of plan.”

“Haah.”

Judging by his sigh, he must have learned more than he expected.

“Um… Excuse me, Miss Beatrice. Could you roll up the left elbow of your sleeve a bit?”

“Hmm, that’s not difficult.”

Beatrice obediently rolled up the sleeve on her left elbow.

Her smooth left arm was fully exposed.

Murfin stepped closer and examined her left arm carefully.

“Ha, as expected, it’s here.”

I nodded, as if I had anticipated this.

“The Assassin’s Mark, right?”

“…You knew about this?”

“Not exactly knew, just suspected.”

Beatrice’s dagger skills were no amateurish trick.

Even among back-alley assassins, there was a hierarchy, and she ranked at least among the upper tier.

The fact that she could still show such skill despite amnesia was proof of countless hours of training ingrained into her.

It was a given she belonged to an affiliated group.

“What did you find when you checked Beatrice’s family home?”

“It was the Assassin Group’s Headquarters. It was wiped out completely four years ago, though.”

Beatrice’s pupils trembled as if shaken by an earthquake.

“A-Assassin Group? Wiped out? Mark? What… what does all that mean?”

“Oh, looks like you don’t remember that time either. Well, it’s better to see it than to explain it with words.”

I stood up immediately and gestured to Murfin.

“Lead the way.”

“Yes, yes.”

After leaving the inn and following Murfin’s guidance, we soon entered a secluded area outside the village where no one’s gaze reached.

“This is it. The site where Miss Beatrice’s ‘family home’ once stood.”

Before us stood a decrepit house that gave off no warmth whatsoever.

Since we had come in the early morning, the atmosphere was especially gloomy.

I summoned the Holy Sword and scattered light around the vicinity.

The eerie atmosphere dimmed considerably, replaced by a gentle warmth.

Murfin frowned and muttered.

“That Holy Sword is really something. When I did the reconnaissance earlier, the atmosphere made me want to die.”

“But it was daytime then, right?”

“Even in daytime, ghosts don’t disappear. There were intermittent knocking sounds coming from nowhere—it was clear the spirits haunting the place were trying to drive me away. It was seriously creepy.”

True, real ghosts, unlike demon spirits in ghost form, cannot be cut by the Holy Sword.

The space-time between the ghost world and reality is twisted.

According to magic confirmed by Ryuk, one hour in reality is like a month in the ghost world.

The Great Sage’s magic was a symbol of trust to me, so I had no doubt it was accurate.

Anyway, I used the Holy Sword’s light to dispel the chill around us and entered the haunted house.

“Sigh.”

Though it wasn’t winter, my breath was visible.

“The chill is intense. Must be a deeply vengeful spirit.”

“Most likely. After all, this was the base of a group of assassins.”

Assassin Groups often consider each other family.

They have a ritual of sharing each other’s blood in a cup along with alcohol.

Though not blood-related, exchanging blood in this way made them real family in spirit.

The vengeful spirits here would be full of hatred for whoever wiped out their group.

“This is a perfect place for a Necromancer to grow.”

How far we went inside, I wasn’t sure.

Eventually, a staircase leading underground appeared before Murfin.

He’d come down here during daytime reconnaissance.

No matter how bright it was outside, no light would leak in here, so it would be pitch dark underground. It was impressive he managed to explore this place.

“Tough going alone, huh?”

“If told to do it, I have to. I’m your subordinate.”

Murfin shrugged and started descending the stairs.

His steady strides were reassuring.

Beatrice trembled, but judging by her eyes, it wasn’t fear—rather, a grimace of discomfort as something tried to surface in her memory.

“You okay?”

“…Not okay. Probably.”

“Then I’ll trust you on that.”

At my words, Beatrice nodded.

Feeling uneasy, I added one more thing.

“Don’t forget. I said I want everything about you.”

“…Huh?”

Murfin, who led the way, looked back with a blank expression.

I frowned at him.

“Aren’t you going to lead?”

“Oh, right. I should.”

I glanced at Beatrice, who seemed a bit more relaxed.

Thank goodness.

No sudden outbursts for now.

“Aaah, aaahhh! Aaaahhh!”

That peace was short-lived.

Beatrice suddenly started losing control.

It began after she saw the portraits hanging halfway down in the basement.

Though the walls were covered with scorch marks and burn traces, the portraits were perfectly preserved, seemingly protected by magic.

“Do you know who this is?”

I asked the screaming Beatrice, but she shook her head.

“No! I don’t! I don’t know that person!”

Tears streamed down her face like a faucet had been fully opened.

Knowing the real Beatrice, it was a truly strange sight.

“But why are you so frustrated? Why?”

I stepped past her and approached the portrait she had been staring at.

Looking closely, a name was written below.


[To my beloved daughter, with Beatrice.]

The portrait depicted a woman with a stiff expression holding a tiny baby in her arms.

“Hmm.”

I narrowed my eyes and kept silent.



 
  Chapter 15: A murderer who lacks emotion






It took some time for Beatrice’s crying to finally subside.

“Are you feeling a bit calmer now?”

“Yeah, somehow.”

She kept wiping away the incessant tears, her face swelling up.

But since she was originally quite a beauty, she ended up looking like a sort of cute little ugly duckling.

“First of all, it seems certain that your name is Beatrice.”

Beatrice frowned and asked back.

“Do you have any proof that the baby in that painting is me?”

“If you have no connection at all, but burst into tears upon seeing that painting, wouldn’t that count as proof?”

“That’s just a baseless assumption. If tears could be considered evidence, then the whole world would be innocent just by crying.”

“Hmm.”

That was indeed a reasonable objection.

Still, there was one more undeniable piece of evidence.

“Compare yourself to the woman in the portrait.”

“…Why?”

“If you don’t understand, I’ll show you a mirror.”

I immediately reflected Beatrice’s face in a nearby broken mirror.

Her face resembled the woman in the portrait in too many ways.

“Isn’t this very clear proof?”

“…”

Realizing just how much she resembled the portrait, Beatrice was left speechless and fell silent.

…Though there was a strange feeling about it all, I ignored it for now.

“Beatrice. You were a member of this Assassin Group. And you must be the bloodline of the person in that portrait.”

“…”

“For some reason, you lost your memory and became the child of Baronette Saint-Germain. And Baronette Saint-Germain is connected to the Demon King’s Army Corps Commander, which means you’re under threat from the Demon Race. Yet, despite all that, you blindly crave trust and love from him.”

“…”

“Even knowing about his ties to the Demon King’s Army, you still try to protect him. Isn’t that right?”

Beatrice’s expression darkened.

I didn’t stop and pressed on.

“Let me ask you. Are you sane?”

“…I am—”

“You’re not.”

Muffin, who had been silently listening, spoke bluntly.

Beatrice glared sharply at him.

He shrugged in response.

“How could I defend the bastard who once called himself family, yet conspired with the Demon King’s Army to kill his own family for greed?”

Beatrice gritted her teeth and asked.

“Then you think you can cut off even a lifetime of family ties?”

“Yes.”

Muffin nodded confidently.

“He died recently. Unfortunately, I didn’t kill him personally, but I even borrowed the King of Prassion’s power to do it, so it wasn’t something done half-heartedly.”

“…”

“But you’ve lost your memories, haven’t you? Then it’s as if all your memories of Baronette Saint-Germain are gone too. So why do you blindly try to protect him?”

Having already given the answer before, I carefully watched Beatrice’s expression.

Only then did she seem to realize just how absurd her situation was, displaying a flurry of emotions.

A pale face, anger, confusion, shock—all swirling like thunderclouds in an instant.

When everything you believed in shatters brutally, it’s more than just hard to endure; a helplessness takes over the entire body.

…Yes. That’s ‘normal.’

“Beatrice. Don’t fall into helplessness. As I keep saying, I need you.”

“Ugh… You don’t just say that to a lady.”

That was an amusing thing to say.

A lady trained in assassination, unhesitant about killing people.

But this wasn’t the right moment to be sarcastic, so I swallowed the words.

“Still, I have to say it to you. To make you snap out of it.”

“…”

After humoring me a bit, Beatrice turned to Muffin.

“Muffin, did you find out anything else here?”

“…Yes.”

Muffin, who had quietly been watching us, sighed and replied.

“There’s a mechanism here.”

He approached the portrait and gently lifted it, turning a hidden lever.

The ground beneath the painting slid open sideways, revealing a staircase down.

Lighting the way with my sword, I descended and soon saw a small chamber.

“What is this place?”

“A secret spot for exchanging messages or talking to someone in private, it seems.”

Muffin, who had apparently searched here several times before, took out a book with no hesitation.

It was obviously not an ordinary book.

“Magically sealed?”

“Yes. It ignites naturally once you leave the room. We had no choice but to leave it behind.”

“Oh.”

A book found only here.

Curious, I grabbed it and opened it.

Most likely, inside was the crucial evidence explaining why Beatrice joined the Demon King’s Army in despair.

“Hmm?”

But when I opened it, the content was quite different from what I expected.

“Artificial Life Project?”

Skimming through, I found that Baronette Saint-Germain had been preparing something for a long time—a pinnacle of magical engineering.

‘Come to think of it, the core defense technology of the Prasion Kingdom was the Golem, wasn’t it?’

Magical Golems are one of the pinnacles of magical engineering—tools that follow simple commands precisely.


According to the book, this Artificial Life Project started from those magical Golems.

Cutting out all the trivial details, the conclusion was…

“To artificially create life using magical Golems?”

A plan to birth life artificially from magical Golems.

The rest was filled with technical jargon I couldn’t understand, but as I flipped a few more pages, I found what looked like a diary entry.

[The experiments so far have been successful.]

I stopped flipping and read carefully.

[But at the same time, it was like a failure. I realized from the very start that the experiment was doomed to fail. Life born from Golems without exception suffers from emotional defects.]

I put the book down and shared the content with Muffin and Beatrice.

[The plan to create fully human beings without limits failed. No matter how much we use the essence of magical engineering, it seems impossible for anything other than a true human to carry emotions. But that’s strange. Even humans become lifeless like Golems after death, so how do emotions continue? How should this be adjusted?]

It was a record of madness and obsession.

A tenacity that refused to give up despite repeated failures.

[There is a mountain of work to do. But I cannot continue this experiment anymore. The Assassin Group is to be ‘disposed of.’ There is one surviving hunting dog, but due to emotional defects, we cannot know when it will bite its own master.]

And there was a warning.

[Brothers, if you see this, do not approach the last assassin. I left a mark only you can see. If someone born solely to live for a single blind purpose receives attention, she will chase her brothers until death. It will cause all kinds of trouble, so do not approach until I handle it. — Jair Saint-Germain —]

The moment I saw the name written below, Beatrice’s eyes turned lifeless.

“…Huh.”

It was the eyes of the Commander of the Army of Scorn.

“This… This is the truth?”

Beatrice clenched her teeth.

Anger shook her pupils, her whole body trembling.

I looked at Muffin and asked.

“What do you think?”

“…Do you really need to ask me that in this situation?”

“You probably already feel it yourself.”

“Ha.”

Understanding what I meant, Muffin sighed and spoke.

“Beatrice, stop pretending.”

“…”

At that moment, the atmosphere surrounding Beatrice suddenly dissipated.

“Pretending?”

“Yes. That was a very good performance.”

I sat down facing the collapsed Beatrice.

“Pretending to be normal isn’t easy. Especially when you’re fully aware your situation isn’t normal, forcing yourself to act normal can’t help but feel off.”

“…”

Some of Beatrice’s emotions were restrained.

She was born that way.

That was a fact proven when she and I danced our blade dance amidst heaps of Demon Race corpses.

Yet now she cries her heart out while feeling familial love?

‘Enough with the nonsense.’

She had so focused on pretending normal that she forgot what truly mattered.

“Beatrice. You sought parental love from Jair Saint-Germain, and that emotion was implanted in you. Now you know that.”

How it was implanted didn’t matter.

What mattered was that it was clear she had been implanted with it.

But putting that aside, what exactly is Beatrice feeling now?

“Do you feel anger? No. Do you feel intense regret? No. You don’t care about anything right now.”

“…Because my emotions are broken?”

“No, because you never learned them.”

“…What?”

I scoffed.

“Why the surprise? Did you think that just because I read someone else’s diary, I would consider you an emotionless monster?”

“Isn’t that obvious? You’re different from me…”

“Ordinary? Wow. That’s the most boring joke I’ve ever heard in my life. You’re not seriously thinking that, are you?”

“…”

Of course, I consider myself ordinary.

But what others call ordinary is far from what I think.

“Don’t assume your idea of ordinary matches mine. I’ve already been through too much to have that kind of ordinary.”

“…”

“But even so, I always live by my own will.”

That’s why I’m proud of myself.

Even if my life is covered in regret and despair, I never planned to give up until I finish this with the Demon King.

“…Sounds like an old man’s nonsense.”

Beatrice looked dumbfounded, but I didn’t care and said what I had to say.

“Beatrice. I told you I’d tell you the truth and showed you the evidence. Now it’s your turn to choose. What do you want to do?”

Beatrice looked at me with lifeless eyes and slowly spoke.

“Yeah. You’re right. Actually, I’m not really interested in most things. Only the obsession to be loved by him kept me alive.”

I nodded silently, listening carefully to her words.

“It’s the same now. Even knowing why I was born and who my parents are… I feel nothing.”

Because my parents were merely Golems, do I not have to feel sadness?

Or, because I was born without parents, should I be drowned in sorrow for myself?

Beatrice couldn’t even make this simple choice.

Because she felt nothing.

Put differently…

‘Because she doesn’t even care.’

At the same time, not caring means no emotions are felt regardless of the situation.

An insect dies right in front of her?

She doesn’t care.

An animal dies?

She doesn’t care.

A person dies?

She doesn’t care.

Her parents die?

She still doesn’t care.

Therefore, Beatrice cannot shed the tears of sorrow that any normal person would.

Because she cares about nothing.

A killer devoid of emotion, whose sole purpose is to be loved by Baronette Saint-Germain.

But now that she knows even that purpose was implanted, it’s safe to say her purpose no longer exists.

So how does Beatrice feel after realizing this?

“Ha… It’s so hollow.”

Not even the slightest anger remained.

Everything had been implanted, and the regret of wasting her life on something useless had vanished. She seemed to have no reason left to expend any emotion.

From a third-person perspective, she might look like a sage with a strong mentality, but to me, she appeared dangerously unstable.


Her empty eyes pierced through me.

“Sorry, but could you just kill me?”

I smirked and replied.

“No.”



 
  Chapter 16: Recruit






“……Alright.”

Beatrice stood up and swiftly raised the dagger in her hand, aiming to slash her own wrist.

I didn’t stop her.

Since I didn’t intervene, Murfin didn’t either.

Blood kept flowing steadily from Beatrice’s arm.

By the time the bleeding reached a fatal level, Murfin quietly asked,

“Are you really not going to stop her?”

“I will. But I told her not to.”

With my eyes closed, I listened to Beatrice’s heartbeat gradually fading away, holding the Holy Sword firmly in one hand.

I aimed it at the center of Beatrice’s chest.

“……Weren’t you going to save her?”

“Quiet and just watch.”

“…….”

I dismissed Murfin’s question with a single word and calmly waited for the right moment.

The sound of her heartbeat slowed down little by little.

Soon, Beatrice would fully meet death.

I saw a hallucination, as if the Reaper’s hand was reaching to seize Beatrice’s soul.

Holding the Holy Sword, I glared at the wrist of the Reaper’s hand stretching toward Beatrice’s heart.

‘Now.’

Then, without hesitation, I thrust the sword.

“Gah?!”

The sword pierced Beatrice’s heart, and her body jolted violently.

Light burst from the Holy Sword, and the wound on her wrist rapidly healed.

My Holy Sword can’t kill a person.

The moment someone is cut or stabbed by it, they are instantly healed.

Even if death is imminent, as long as they don’t completely die, it fully resurrects them.

Beatrice coughed and opened her eyes wide.

“……Why, why did you save me?!”

“What nonsense are you talking about? I told you clearly, didn’t I?”

I smirked at her words and pointed the Holy Sword under her chin.

“No.”

“You act like you won’t stop it.”

“That’s obvious. Since I saw you didn’t want to die, I deliberately didn’t stop it.”

“……What?”

Beatrice frowned in disbelief.

I withdrew the sword, wiped the blood she shed on my hand, and stabbed her forehead, neck, and then her heart.

“Those who truly want to die don’t want to feel pain for long. That’s why they aim for instant death by stabbing here, here, or here in one go.”

“…….”

“Those who are afraid even to kill themselves won’t openly ask someone else to kill them. That’s basically a plea to be saved.”

“That’s some twisted logic……”

“Now then, what did you feel as you faced death?”

“…….”

Beatrice furrowed her brow deeply.

But then she looked me in the eyes and quickly averted her gaze as if she felt the sting of the stab.

“Hoo, are you throwing a tantrum? How cute.”

By all accounts, Beatrice was supposed to be devoid of emotions.

But…… was that really true?

If she were truly an emotionless puppet, the first time we fought, she should have sacrificed her life to kill me.

That would have been the rational choice.

But how did she actually act?

The moment she decided she couldn’t win, she chose to flee.

“Human emotions are truly mysterious. No matter how cold a decision seems, emotions—whether positive or negative—always mix into that choice. Whether large or small, it’s an unavoidable path.”

In other words, it’s impossible for Beatrice to have no emotions.

It’s more accurate to say she simply hasn’t learned them.

Given her environment, it would have been difficult for her to feel anything beyond a certain limited set of emotions.

She mistakenly believes her emotions are broken, but if that were truly the case, communicating with me would be impossible.

“If you felt fear on the path toward death, that’s actually fortunate.”

“……Fortunate?”

“Fear is also an emotion.”

“……!”

As if realizing something from my words, Beatrice’s pupils dilated significantly.

“I’m telling you this over and over, but your emotions aren’t broken.”

I slowly reached out and grabbed Beatrice’s chin.

Forced to meet my gaze, her pupils trembled uncontrollably.

It was a genuine expression, unlike the ‘normal acting’ she had displayed earlier.

“What you lack is the ability to learn them.”

What dwelled in those eyes?

I decided it was joy.

The thrill of discovering something unknown, the kind of delight soldiers feel when they realize they’re alive.

For the first time, I sensed that Beatrice was truly alive.

“So…… this is what emotions are?”

Not the superficial emotions acted out for show, but real feelings.

Only now did I begin to grasp how to bring this insane woman to my side.

“Beatrice. I want you. But I have one condition for you to join me.”

“……A condition?”

“Yes.”

Looking at Beatrice as life blossomed in her eyes for the first time, I said,

“I will teach you how to feel emotions.”

“Teach me? Emotions?”


“Yes. Of course, learning depends entirely on your ability.”

Beatrice looked at me skeptically.

“……How is that even possible?”

“I think I know why you haven’t learned emotions yet.”

“What?”

I grabbed her arm.

Through the sleeve slipping down, the Assassin’s Mark was visible.

“Assassins are trained to kill emotions. To survive through assassination, they can’t afford to feel unnecessary sympathy, consideration, or even guilt toward their targets.”

That’s why Beatrice, born into an assassin group, had never learned emotions.

The bigger problem was that she was born with emotions suppressed.

Left in an environment totally detached from normalcy, with an empty box called ‘emotions,’ her heart was filled only with hollowness.

Naturally, she never truly felt the world but watched and learned from it, then imitated what she saw.

In such an environment, genuinely contemplating and awakening emotions was impossible.

“Emotions are a subject you have to ponder and reflect on alone. You must truly understand others and continuously converse with them to feel it.”

“I’ve had lots of conversations while running the bakery……”

“Simple, everyday conversations aren’t enough to move your emotions. Even dealing with annoying customers probably just sounded like pig squeals to you, didn’t it?”

“Ah, right. That’s true. I even thought about getting a slaughtering knife.”

“I see. Then that feeling you had was anger.”

“……I know that much.”

“I didn’t think you’d know such basics. But I’m not apologizing.”

“Why not?”

“That was just a guess. I don’t actually know if the feeling you had was truly anger.”

Though I said that, the real emotions I needed to teach her weren’t mere joy, anger, sorrow, or happiness.

She needed no lessons on what she already knew.

We had to go deeper to the root.

“……What’s that supposed to mean?”

Beatrice frowned, unable to understand.

Murfin, quietly listening behind us, nodded knowingly and said,

“When you said it sounded like pig squeals, if your mind was calm, that could have been more like annoyance than anger.”

Unexpected support, but accurate, so I agreed.

“Emotions are more complex than you think. You can feel one emotion intensely or many emotions simultaneously. Most of this is learned instinctively. But you need to start learning from scratch. You’re basically like a child being spoon-fed.”

“…….”

“Still, I think this deal won’t be bad for you. What do you say?”

To be honest, I can’t teach directly.

But I can give someone things to think about.

If they figure it out themselves, I can pretend I taught them by saying, ‘Ah, you’ve finally realized it, my pupil.’

Ryuk often taught mages that way, so if I just follow that method, I can teach emotions.

Beatrice looked at me with lively eyes and smiled.

“If you don’t satisfy me, I’ll betray you.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll keep throwing you things to think about.”

With that, the safe recruitment of the second talent for the Special Task Force was complete……

“But what about that St. Germain Baronette? Aren’t you going to take revenge?”

Murfin suddenly chimed in from behind, quietly watching.

It was true we had to tie up loose ends, so I grabbed Beatrice’s hand to help her up and asked,

“What do you want to do?”

Beatrice shrugged.

“Is it necessary? The Demon Race sent reinforcements, but they just kept dying to me. Lately, no one’s even come around. Of course, I’m curious about the fake emotions they implanted and how they did it, but that’s not my main concern.”

Her eyes shone fiercely.

“More than that, I want to truly feel emotions as soon as possible.”

“That’s not something you can rush.”

“I don’t care. Starting right now is what matters.”

She valued knowing the emotions she hadn’t learned over petty revenge.

She was, without a doubt, quite unlike ordinary people.

“Hm, I see. That’s unfortunate.”

So, I genuinely pitied Beatrice.

“……What do you mean?”

“I mean it won’t be easy to achieve that right away.”

Boom!

At those words, a loud rumble came from the underground entrance, followed by sounds of crumbling debris.

As the sound echoed, Murfin next to me asked,

“……Is this an ambush?”

“Yes. Looks like about five of them. Their skill is incredible. I only just noticed them now, even though they got this close, so they must be excellent at stealth.”

Of course, no one in the Demon Army would openly roam in human territory.

If caught, they could be hunted.

Both the Demon Race and demons had to be highly skilled at hiding their presence in human lands.

But who sent them?

“Beatrice, how did the St. Germain Baronette send the demons before?”

“It was an ambush like this. But until now, only one at a time.”

“But this time, there are five.”

Either he’s preparing to wipe us out for real, or……

‘The Demon King is involved.’

Either way, I tightened my grip on the Holy Sword—it was a matter of finding out by fighting.

“Beatrice, stick close to Murfin and don’t take a single step away.”

“Why? Can’t I take out one or two myself? Lately, there’s been nothing fun to vent on, and my hands are itching.”

I shook my head as I recalled the Demon Race bodies butchered in Beatrice’s underground shop.

“I hope you find another way to vent. A friend of mine said, ‘Old habits die hard,’ and if you don’t fix that habit, you’ll end up using innocent people as toys, not demons.”

“So what if I do?”

“That’s a crime punishable by execution by the royal family.”

“……Tsk. That’s true.”

Beatrice clicked her tongue and agreed, then suddenly asked with a puzzled expression,

“But why are you mentioning the royal family? If I need you, aren’t you from some shady crime syndicate or something?”

Come to think of it, I hadn’t officially revealed my identity to her yet.

“I am Owen, Captain of the Kingdom of Lumin’s Special Task Force. Our main task will be……”

I slashed down a shadow descending from the ceiling, which took the form of a demon.

“Kyaaaak!”

“Demon and demon king’s decapitator.”

The severed demon glared, flying at me and swinging its hand.

I caught it and crushed it with a grip before smashing its skull with the Holy Sword.

As the black blood of the demon splattered everywhere, the scattered droplets in the air suddenly gathered into the shape of another person.

It was the Demon Race’s unique power to use the blood of their own kind to instantly teleport their comrades connected externally.

The downside was that one of their kind had to be sacrificed.

And those who came in based on that sacrifice……

‘They’re all just disposable.’

“Kyaaah!”

“Kiiik! Kihiiik!”

Black-skinned humans with bloodshot red eyes.

The enraged, berserk demons gritted their teeth and drooled as they charged toward me.


“Hoo.”

I took a calm breath, gripping the Holy Sword tightly and exhaled.

“If the Demon King’s involved, this won’t be the end……”

Though the situation was simpler than I expected, a strange unease began creeping in.



 
  Chapter 17: When you can’t do it with words






I cleaved every berserk Demon Race that seemed to be targeting Beatrice in two, killing them all.

Though the Holy Sword was stained with their blood, thanks to its built-in restoration function, it soon returned to its original state.

“How do we get out now?”

“We’ll have to figure something out.”

The area soaked in Demon blood was gradually transforming into an environment favorable to them.

The longer a person stayed in that place, the heavier their body felt, and breathing became difficult, while the Demons regained vitality.

In other words, if the target had died from the Supplies placed here, it was a victory with minimal losses. And even if the target survived, the exit had been sealed off, preventing any escape. The Main Force could come later to confirm and finish the job.

What this meant was clear.

‘They knew we were coming. Otherwise, they must have predicted this would happen and prepared in advance.’

But even with preparation, the key was that those bastards had to have known our location to launch an ambush.

So where did our position leak from?

‘This is maddening.’

Both Muffin and I are sensitive to surveillance.

Muffin had lived as a fugitive before, and I had accumulated plenty of experience in long wars.

Yet neither of us sensed any surveillance, let alone the hint of a tail. That could only mean one thing.

“Muffin, did you catch on?”

“…Sort of. There’s probably an ambush waiting outside, right?”

“Exactly. It’s clear now the entire village is in cahoots.”

“Ugh, I knew it. Damn it.”

“But still, credit where it’s due. You’re really quick-witted.”

But staying still wouldn’t change anything.

“There’s no other choice. We break through head-on.”

I gripped the Holy Sword and decided to force my way through the blocked entrance.

My heart was fragile like glass, but my body was steel.

The faces of comrades crushed by Demons flickered before me, stoking a trembling rage within my body.

‘Ah, enough.’

I shouted silently at the voices screaming in my head to kill the Demon Lord, then swung the Holy Sword with all my might.

KWAANG!

The sealed entrance shattered spectacularly.

“Special Task Force? Decapitate the Demon Lord? What the hell is all this?”

I climbed to the surface and looked at Beatrice behind Muffin, who was still confused.

“We’ll talk details later. Focus. Don’t get killed by a blind attack.”

“Oh? Aren’t you protecting me?”

“At least defend yourself. With Demons as the enemy, you never know what could happen or where.”

I turned to Muffin.

“If it gets dangerous, shout for help.”

Muffin gripped the axe at his waist and replied.

“…Will do.”

At that moment, the image of the Desolator I’d seen in my past life overlapped in my mind.

“Hmm.”

“Why do you look like that?”

“Nothing. Don’t worry about it. It’s my problem.”

“…?”

I averted my gaze, fearing I might swing the Holy Sword unconsciously.

A chill ran down my spine without me realizing it.

‘Even though I know it’s not real, it still happens.’

When we killed the Desolator, neither Ryuk nor I felt joy.

We couldn’t.

Seventy percent of the troops supporting me and the Great Sage fell gloriously in a single battle against the Desolator.

Their method—relentlessly targeting the weak rather than the strong—was specialized not for battle, but for winning wars.

Even knowing that and preparing for it, this was the result.

“Huff.”

I needed to calm my mind, but the rage from that time surged wildly.

I needed an outlet, so I focused on the Demons encircling us, launching their assault.

‘Low-tier Demons.’

The Demons were ranked.

Since Demons originated from humans, ranking was inevitable.

It was the same as how commoners and nobles were divided in reality.

But Demons weren’t just sorted by rank—their physical abilities increased exponentially in proportion to their rank.

‘Even low-tier Demons are tough to face unless you’re a seasoned Knight.’

But that didn’t matter.

No one here was less than a skilled Knight.

The firmly gripped Holy Sword sliced Demons apart like the wind.

There was no resistance in the frenzy of Demons rushing in from all sides.

They were originally human, yet showed no sign of emotion.

‘They’re being controlled.’

But it wasn’t strange.

Demons who failed to reach the top inevitably became expendable.

The only difference from human soldiers was whether they received proper respect or not.

‘They probably sent these as a test of our strength.’

A cautious move.

But the fact that the Demons attacking here targeted Beatrice was clear.

Every Demon’s gaze fixed on her, not me.

“This feels like being disrespected. I don’t like it.”

“Agreed.”

As I beheaded a Demon, Muffin smashed another’s skull with his axe, casually wiping the blood from his face.

The image of the Desolator tried to overlap again, so I punched him.

“Why all of a sudden?”

“Psychic attack.”


Muffin’s expression turned serious.

“Damn. Of all the ways to attack, psychic? We’re screwed, huh?”

A harsh clang echoed.

Muffin struggled to block a low-tier Demon’s iron club with his axe.

Demons rushed toward me and some moved to approach Beatrice, so I swung the Holy Sword wide, cutting them all down at once.

“I’ll win.”

Muffin smirked and asked.

“If I fought?”

“Then I’d lose.”

“Knew it.”

Muffin stepped beside Beatrice, gripping his axe.

“Miss Beatrice, do you know how to fight while coordinating attacks?”

Beatrice roughly withdrew the dagger from a Demon’s jaw that had lunged at her.

“No.”

“Then lead the charge. I’ll support you.”

“Oh, so you’re not protecting me?”

“The Captain said you should at least defend yourself. If you have complaints, take it up with him.”

Beatrice looked at me.

“How do you manage your subordinates like this?”

I smiled as I sliced another Demon and answered.

“I’m your superior.”

“…Damn it, seriously.”

Beatrice’s weaponless, mechanical eyes glared at the Demons emerging from the shadows to attack.

“…!”

Her shock lasted only a moment before the dagger she swung pierced a Demon’s temple.

Grabbing the attacker’s collar, she twisted the dagger deeper, widening the hole.

“If it weren’t for learning emotions, I would’ve quit everything.”

“Good thing. We won’t have to chase after you again if you try to run.”

Meanwhile, more Demons kept pouring in.

Where the hell were they coming from? The numbers seemed endless.

But I didn’t care.

Dancing with endless enemies was nothing new to me.

Having done it countless times, there was no reason to find it difficult now.

Still, we couldn’t just block every attack silently.

Taking advantage of a brief lull, I gestured to Beatrice.

She approached, brushing black blood off her clothes.

“What now?”

“I need to find out where Jair Saint-Germain is.”

“You think he called these Demons?”

“I’m not sure about that, but there’s definitely some connection. Anyway, it’s obvious they’re targeting you.”

“So what? Find him and then what?”

“He’s consorting with Demons. We kill him.”

“Are you sure that’s okay? You came here as the Captain of the Special Task Force from the Kingdom of Lumin. Even if he’s a Baronette, this could escalate into an international incident.”

I twitched my mouth and answered.

“As long as we don’t get caught.”

“…Hmm.”

Beatrice smiled, licking the corner of her mouth.

“I like that.”

At that moment, a Demon lunging at us collapsed, an axe embedded in its skull.

I looked back—Muffin had thrown his axe between me and Beatrice.

I tossed the Holy Sword backward and pierced the head of the Demon trying to ambush Muffin.

Both Muffin and I were weaponless now.

Suddenly, Demons jumped from the shadows and grabbed my arms and legs.

Not just me, but Muffin too.

Beatrice was fighting off other Demons, so no help was coming soon.

I was about to recall the Holy Sword when our eyes met.

‘Really?’

‘What does it matter if we use different weapons?’

We both reached for the weapons we’d just thrown aside.

Muffin grabbed the Holy Sword, and I took up the Desolator’s axe.

The Desolator’s axe was easy to handle, allowing me to swiftly cut away whatever clung to me.

At the same time, Beatrice stamped a Demon’s head holding her down, weakening its grip.

Seizing the moment, she kicked the jaw of another Demon in front of her.

With one free hand, she plunged her dagger into yet another Demon’s jaw and punched through its skull.

Despite her delicate appearance, her response was fierce.

I glanced at Muffin, who had sliced through every Demon clutching him with his enhanced body strengthened by the Holy Sword’s power.

‘Maybe the sword doesn’t reject me because it thinks I’ll raise you as my subordinate.’

Looking around, the Demons that had surrounded us had vanished.

They must have deemed further reinforcements pointless.

Muffin came close, and I casually tossed him the axe.

He threw the Holy Sword to me at the same time.

Catching our weapons simultaneously, I looked at Beatrice.

She was fiddling with the body of a Demon she’d killed, mutilating it.

“Hey, stop gutting the body and guide us out.”

“…Tch.”

Beatrice wiped the black blood off her hands.

“Kyaa!”

If that had been red blood, I probably would have been disgusted, so I instinctively smacked the back of her head.

“Why’d you hit me?!”

“You did what I told you not to, so as Captain, I’m punishing you.”

“Wait, do I need permission for that too?”

“Yes. You’re part of the Special Task Force now, and my subordinate.”

“As long as we don’t get caught, it should be fine, right?”

“I saw you. And I’ll be watching. So you will get caught anyway.”

Beatrice asked seriously.


“…Can I do it when you’re not looking?”

“Want to get sentenced to death under the Royal Law? Or would you prefer I execute you right here?”

“…”

When words failed, a beating was always the answer.



 
  Chapter 18: The sword dance of the warrior






Following Beatrice, who pouted as if sulking, we arrived at the massive mansion where Saint-Germain was presumed to be.

But why “presumed”?

Because there wasn’t a trace of human presence or life coming from this mansion at all.

“Are you sure Baronette Saint-Germain is actually here?”

“If the address I remember is correct.”

“Hmm.”

Why was that?

The air reeked of a trap.

Still, if we backed down now, we’d lose the only lead on Saint-Germain, and Beatrice’s safety would remain in jeopardy.

If this had anything to do with the Demon King’s Army, then no matter how far beyond the border we headed toward the Kingdom of Lumin, there was a high chance they’d come after us.

I was already prepared to take that risk, but that didn’t mean I was willing to leave such a troublesome situation unresolved.

“All right. Let’s move in.”

“…Are you serious?”

Murfin asked with a wary expression.

“This looks way too obviously like a trap.”

“I know.”

The atmosphere screamed ‘do not enter,’ but to a Hero, it was the opposite.

Because inside, there was something related to the Demon Race—it was like a siren’s call, urging me to enter.

The Hero’s murderous intent against anything affiliated with the Demon King’s Army or the Demon King himself was not something mere human willpower could simply restrain.

But…

“My skills aren’t mediocre enough to fall for something like this, so don’t worry, Cat Brother.”

“…You actually use that codename?”

Murfin’s incredulous expression made Beatrice tilt her head.

“Codename?”

Nodding, I briefly explained it to the newcomer.

“In the Special Task Force, everyone has a codename that suits them. One of them is Code Name: Cat Siblings. He’s the older brother.”

“I never agreed to accept that codename.”

“Shut up. I’m the one who decides.”

“…”

Murfin shot me a protesting glare, but I completely ignored it.

Regardless of his will, I intended to stop him from walking down the path of the Desolator again.

If he was going to walk a path filled only with darkness, I’d make sure he at least lived under the light.

Murfin was still a decent guy deep down.

The expression he wore when he became a Desolator and wiped out the Resistance Army still haunted my mind.

Desolators were still horrifying enemies that could only be fought with the fuel of intense vengeance burning in my heart, but at the same time, he was just one among many traitors.

Apart from the revenge that burned inside me, too many had walked the path of darkness, devouring their own flesh and killing their hearts.

I was tired of seeing families weep, comrades drown in grief, and morale plunge into the abyss.

“Anyway, to solve the problem related to Beatrice, we have to find clues inside eventually. When you’re on a mission, sometimes you have to walk into traps.”

“…”

“Why do you look so surprised?”

“Because that was a surprisingly reasonable thing to say.”

How does this guy normally see me?

I briefly considered delivering a counterstrike like Beatrice did, but wasting time was pointless, so I swung the Holy Sword and smashed the mansion’s front door.

A wailing of spirits echoed sharply into my ears.

Since I lacked the spiritual sight to see ghosts, I guessed the wailing was something else entirely.

“Looks like there’s a Necromancer inside.”

Murfin asked, intrigued.

“How can you tell?”

“Can’t you hear this wailing of spirits?”

“Wailing of spirits?”

Murfin and Beatrice both tilted their heads, apparently not understanding.

It seemed I was the only one hearing it.

“Correction. It’s not a Necromancer.”

A sorcerer who manipulates ghosts dragged into this world to sing their grudges.

The Sorcery of Commanding Spirits that a Necromancer uses is basically a wide-area erosion based on the wailing of spirits.

But only I could hear such power?

Even a grand Necromancer wouldn’t be capable of that.

I stared hard at the entrance, gripping the Holy Sword tightly.

Maybe sensing something from my actions, Murfin and Beatrice both took defensive stances and fell silent.

How many seconds passed in that eerie silence where even the wind seemed to have stopped?

“Kyaaaah!”

A piercing scream rent the air, and something sharp swiftly brushed past my face.

For a moment, it felt like the space itself was being crushed.

“Ugh?!”

“Ugh!”

The thing that passed Murfin and Beatrice circled in midair and targeted me again.

“Murfin, Beatrice, step away from me.”

Bathed in purple, its blade surface writhing like veins being corroded.

“Not a Necromancer, but a Magic Sword was hiding here.”

As if reacting to my muttering, the Magic Sword flailed through the air, rapidly charging at me with threatening speed.

I swung the Holy Sword and deflected the Magic Sword.

At that moment, the gem embedded in the middle of the sword flashed with burning eyes.

The burning gaze turned toward Murfin.

“Ah, the sword is calling. Hold the sword, drink the blood, consume the flesh, offer the sacrifice, give everything…”

Suddenly, Murfin’s eyes turned ashen.

I leapt between the Magic Sword and Murfin, swinging the Holy Sword toward the burning gaze while reciting a prayer.

“O Storm God, grant me the sword to rip apart and kill the Demon King.”

The Blessing of the Storm God filled the Holy Sword.

The Holy Sword, imbued with the Hero’s Prayer and Hero’s Soul, became one and unleashed a magnificent Slashing Gale.


I slashed the gale in a straight line; the blade cut through the Magic Sword and split the burning eye inside its gem in half, which then fell to the ground, vanishing without a trace.

But this was a Magic Sword—would it really end with just one hit?

I immediately swung the sword again to quarter the halved Magic Sword falling down.

At that moment, the broken fragments of the Magic Sword dashed away like lightning, dodging the second strike, and slipped into the mansion through the door.

‘…This bastard.’

That Magic Sword seemed to possess some degree of intelligence.

Otherwise, it would be impossible to show such proactive movements.

‘But how?’

No matter how much I thought about it, I couldn’t find an answer.

I gritted my teeth and rotated my neck once.

The muscles that had stiffened loosened with a satisfying crack.

“Murfin, you with me?”

“…More or less.”

“Can you stand?”

Murfin gritted his teeth and used his axe as a cane to push himself up.

He seemed drained after resisting the mental attack.

“Somehow.”

“I want to tell you not to overdo it, but this situation doesn’t allow it.”

The chill in the surroundings grew stronger under the Magic Sword’s influence.

Fog seemed about to roll in any moment, and it wouldn’t be strange for something to jump out at any time.

Murfin smirked and puffed himself up with bravado.

“Can’t just fall over from a little mental attack by a Magic Sword. I’m supposed to go shopping with Elena next week, you know.”

“Hm, time with family is precious.”

I looked at Beatrice.

For some reason, she wore a dazed expression.

“What’s wrong? You okay?”

“Ah, it’s nothing.”

Beatrice’s face returned to normal in an instant.

But that only made her look more suspicious.

“Don’t say nonsense. If you get a weird feeling, tell me immediately. Even fleeting sensations are important information in situations like this.”

“…I don’t even know why I feel this way. It’s like I’m anxious… or maybe uneasy. Like I want to be drawn into this mansion. Do you know what I mean?”

Beatrice, who should have cared about nothing but emotions, suddenly showed interest.

“One of two things. Either something related to you is inside that mansion, or you’ve been affected by the Magic Sword’s mental corruption.”

“Is that a good thing?”

“Neither is really good, given the place.”

Anyway, I shifted the topic since the main point was elsewhere.

“Can you buy me some time?”

“Time? Where is there time when there’s nothing?”

“There can’t be nothing. If the environment is changing this rapidly, expect something to jump out at any moment.”

Beatrice sighed and scratched the back of her head.

“How much?”

“About twenty minutes. If I don’t come back by then, just head to the Kingdom of Lumin without me.”

The oddly specific timeframe came from a sense that that’s what had to be done.

Understanding my meaning, Beatrice’s expression turned anxious.

“…You’ll come back alive, right? It’d be bad if the guy who promised to share his emotions with me died already.”

I scoffed at the comment that contained not a trace of worry.

“I haven’t lived such an easy life that I’d die here.”

“…Even though you look younger than me.”

Beatrice’s face showed disbelief, but she soon nodded as if forced to accept it and stood beside Murfin.

“I’ll give you a little backup.”

“…I’ll take that.”

Believing they’d manage to survive on their own, I stepped inside the mansion.

“Hmm.”

It was filthier than I expected.

Not just the atmosphere of a decrepit haunted house, but traces of human blood were smeared everywhere.

At least it was fortunate that so much time had passed, turning the blood black and dried.

But that relief was short-lived.

As I followed the Magic Sword’s trail deeper into the mansion, I frowned at one strange thing.

‘This is deeper than I thought.’

By the building’s structure, I should have been outside by now.

Yet the corridor stretched on endlessly.

There were no stairs to the second floor, no doors leading to other rooms.

‘The space is distorted.’

The most suspicious thing was the Magic Sword hiding somewhere inside.

There was no other tool that could cause such a phenomenon.

“Hmm.”

I turned my head and found no visible exit.

It was essentially a prison.

‘This could go on forever.’

I gripped the Holy Sword firmly.

The sword that heals people and slays ten thousand beasts flickered with golden light according to my will.

“Phew.”

A deep breath.

And then the Dance of Swords began.

The Holy Sword flashed gold as it sliced through the corridor left and right.

Once the swing started, it cut endlessly without stopping.

Golden sword auras were etched across the entire corridor.

On the floor, the ceiling, the walls.

There wasn’t a single place untouched by the sword’s aura.

Boom!

The corridor shook as if an earthquake hit.

‘It’s resisting.’

From the shaking corridors poured thick murderous intent aimed at me.

An ordinary person would have been crushed by the physical force carried by that intent.

I scattered the intent with golden light and dodged black thorns that suddenly appeared from thin air and tried to pierce my body.

Maintaining the Dance of Swords, I narrowly avoided and cut down the thorns.

Before long, the corridor was filled with the golden sword aura, shining brightly.

But from the far end, darkness steadily encroached.

‘A last desperate move.’

The approaching darkness began to corrode the golden sword aura and the corridor itself until nothing was visible anymore.

But whether it did or not, my dance continued.

Eventually, all the corridors were swallowed by darkness, and I couldn’t tell whether I was standing on solid ground or in midair.

I was confident I’d survive even if I fell off a cliff, so I didn’t care.

How long had I danced?

The wailing of spirits, which I had been pushing to the back of my mind, began to drift softly into my ears.

Slowly, the darkness devoured my arms and legs.

The only place with any sensation left was my hand gripping the Holy Sword.

Relying solely on that sense, I danced faster.

How long had I danced?

Finally, the flickering light of the Holy Sword swelled brightly and began radiating heat.

That hot energy spread to my hand, arms, and body, turning them crimson.

The corridor and my body, both being eroded by darkness, were instantly wrapped in light and restored to their original state.

‘What a ridiculous sword.’

My Holy Sword always needed this kind of “charging” to unleash its true power.

Only the Hero’s Dance of Swords could accumulate the sword’s power.

That was why my swordsmanship was unnecessarily flashy and impractical compared to other Heroes.

It was also why a Great Sage was needed in the battle against the Demon King.

“But you’re not the Demon King.”

I swung the blazing Holy Sword with all my might toward the Magic Sword—or rather, swords—that pierced through the darkness and aimed at me.


Without hesitation, the blade cut through demons.

Slayer of Demons Strike.

Kraaaang!

The crimson light flashing from the sword flickered and exploded with tremendous force.



 
  Chapter 19: Please lend me a light






I went way overboard.

I was supposed to find Baronette Saint-Germain’s traces, but the second floor of the house had been completely blown apart.

I had tried to control my power as best as I could, but thinking about the Demon King must have made me use far more strength than necessary.

I clicked my tongue as I looked at the scattered remains of the Magic Sword, reduced to ashes nearby.

‘What kind of weak sword is this?’

A Magic Sword that can’t even properly counter the power of a Holy Sword—what a waste of the name.

For now, I just hoped no important clues were left on the second floor.

‘At least the spatial distortion is gone.’

Thanks to dealing with the rampaging Magic Sword, the corridor that had seemed endless returned to its original shape.

I focused on the sounds around me for a moment, trying to guess how much time had passed, then checked outside the house.

‘The two of them… already left.’

The presence of Murfin and Beatrice was completely gone.

I had no idea how many Dance of Swords they’d performed inside the spatial distortion, but it seemed like they’d been at it for longer than I’d expected.

Still, it didn’t seem like they’d simply left after twenty minutes—there was a familiar groaning sound continuously coming from nearby.

To confirm properly, I flicked a broken shard of mirror scattered on the ground up into the air, and saw living chunks of flesh gathering in front of the haunted house.

‘Both of them managed to escape.’

If they were ordinary chunks of flesh, I wouldn’t have cared, but these monsters gathered here were on a whole different level than the usual Ghouls.

‘Human Devourers.’

Elite monsters of the Demon Army, born to hunt and devour living humans.

They acted collectively, and once given specific orders, they would follow them without question.

Their weakness was that they refused to obey any command beyond that.

‘No high-ranking demons or commanders nearby, then.’

These monsters were typically deployed as guards at places one wanted to hide at all costs, preventing intruders.

Of course, their presence meant that seeing those involved with this place was unlikely.

‘But it’s clear there’s definitely something hidden here.’

Human Devourers were so difficult to deal with that even Heroes recommended cooperative operations with the Resistance Army to handle them safely.

There was no way such creatures were placed here for no reason.

Shaking myself free of distraction, I began to inspect the entire first floor.

Until just now, I hadn’t realized it because of the spatial distortion caused by the Magic Sword, but even the first floor had quite a few rooms.

I deliberately made a loud noise as I grabbed a door and ripped it off its hinges.

I waited briefly to observe the Human Devourers’ reaction, but they showed no interest here at all.

‘Well, if they were going to react, they should have done so when I blew the roof off.’

After roughly throwing the door aside, I stepped inside.

The room contained only a small bed and a wardrobe.

But from the interior, it was clearly a room meant for a child.

‘Disgusting.’

A room for a child in a place connected to the Demon Race.

The mismatched atmosphere only made it feel more nauseating.

Bang!

I grew tired of opening every door to search the next room, so I just broke through the wall.

Since the Human Devourers outside the mansion weren’t reacting, there was no reason to hold back.

The next room was similar—just a simple bed and some toys.

But those toys were grim; they were stained with red blood that looked like it belonged to a human.

‘Hoo.’

Ignoring the faint metallic scent of blood that tickled my nose, I smashed through the next wall.

This time, I found the kitchen.

Boxes storing various cooking utensils and ingredients caught my eye.

‘Demonic Artifact.’

The boxes were no longer powered by magic and had stopped working.

I opened one, only to find rotting meat that had become completely inedible.

‘…Huh.’

At least on the surface.

Knowing what that rotten meat actually was, my thoughts were completely different.

‘Thank goodness I ordered Murfin and Beatrice to return.’

If I hadn’t told them to head back to the Kingdom on their own, they’d have fallen prey to whatever tricks these monsters had planned.

‘Shadow Spider, huh.’

This place was right in the middle of the monster’s lair.

Sssslip.

A certain presence passed through the empty air by my ear.

It hadn’t approached me yet, so I ignored it.

As I reached to grab some of the rotten meat inside the box, something that had been approaching suddenly appeared behind me and stabbed a sharp thorn into my shoulder.

Phuak!

I was pierced straight through the shoulder.

“Ghrk?!”

I turned my head, gripping the thorn piercing my shoulder with empty hands.

I locked eyes with a huge spider-shaped shadow floating through the air.

Snap!

I twisted the spider’s leg that had pierced me, making it impossible to remove from my body.

“Kyahhhh!”

The Shadow Spider writhed and thrashed in pain.

Just one broken leg and it was throwing such a tantrum—what a spoiled little creature.

I raised the Holy Sword and sliced the spider’s neck.

Normally, the monster would have turned to ash under the sword’s power, but since one leg was still embedded in me, the remaining part of the spider remained, refusing to disappear.

This Shadow Spider was a parasite that basically burrowed inside a human host’s body.

Since it hadn’t detached from my body yet, it was resisting instead of dissolving.

But that didn’t matter.

I had deliberately exposed my shoulder for this very reason.

“O God of the Sun.”

I raised my head toward the destroyed second floor.


My eyes met those of the Shadow Spiders appearing as the space split open.

“Please lend me your fire.”

A small light flickered at the tip of the Holy Sword.

In that state, I prepared once again to perform the Dance of Swords.

The sword dance to burn the monster’s nest began weaving across and between the falling Shadow Spiders above my head.

The Shadow Spiders lunged for my blind spots, but only impaled their own comrades’ flesh by mistake.

The monsters’ screams echoed mournfully.

“This isn’t working. Let’s turn back.”

“What?”

After more than twenty minutes passed with no sign of Captain Owen, Murfin and Beatrice were already heading back toward the Kingdom of Lumin when Beatrice muttered the words that made Murfin frown.

“I have a bad feeling. Like we’re missing something.”

Murfin asked in disbelief.

“You want to turn back just because of a hunch? Didn’t you see the Human Devourers gathering in droves? If we hadn’t escaped right after hearing what Captain Owen said, we’d be dead on the spot.”

“I know.”

“No, we can’t.”

Beatrice looked at Murfin with emotionless eyes.

“Then I’m going alone.”

“…What?”

“You don’t need to come.”

“No, what are you—!”

Before Murfin could say anything, Beatrice abruptly turned and quickly disappeared from his sight.

“…Damn it, really.”

What kind of precious, spoiled behavior was that?

But Murfin had no choice.

Having been chosen as a member of the Special Task Force and owing his life to Owen, fulfilling his leader’s wishes was the bare minimum Murfin could do.

“Come with me. Please!”

Murfin hurriedly chased after Beatrice and soon caught up to her.

The Shadow Spider was one of the monsters native to the Realm of Demons, infamous for using human flesh as bait and devouring its own kind.

Because of that, they were often raised as pets among the Demon Race.

Since they were monsters who hunted other monsters, they had little use on the battlefield.

However, with a change in thinking, these creatures developed a unique war tactic used by the Demon Race—once their nest was infiltrated, they would never forgive the intruder, which caused serious trouble for the Resistance Army.

The Shadow Spider I was currently cutting down was still in a stage before evolving into that form.

Compared to the power needed to pierce a Hero’s body in one strike, its size was clearly smaller than those I’d often seen in the Realm of Demons.

‘This is troublesome.’

That meant the Demon who had released the Shadow Spiders here was likely the biggest future obstacle for the Humanity Resistance Army.

It was necessary to kill them now, no matter what.

But before that…

“Jair Saint-Germain. I know you’re already hearing my voice.”

The backstory of Beatrice’s birth.

The fake family situation she was entangled in.

The contract with the Demon Race linked to the Shadow Spider.

All of it fit together like pieces of a puzzle in my mind.

“The Shadow Spider was the first monster to imitate humanity in order to devour its own kind.”

I removed the corpse of the Shadow Spider parasitizing my body.

The black corpse, having lost its host, turned to ashen gray dust and scattered away.

“This monster ultimately enters the host’s body and gradually takes over the host’s entire body as its own.”

This was Jair Saint-Germain’s house.

That this place had turned into a Shadow Spider’s nest meant one thing:

Jair Saint-Germain, the owner of this house, had begun losing control of his body to the Shadow Spider.

There was no way Saint-Germain had gone mad and done this himself, so the cause was obvious.

“He was deceived by the Demon Race. What a fool.”

Jair Saint-Germain had been subjected to biological experimentation by demons seeking to use the Shadow Spider.

Their contract was merely bait.

Without it, this situation would be impossible.

“Nonsense.”

Perhaps hearing my words, a strange voice echoed through the air.

It was a mixture of a beast’s howl and the voice of an unfamiliar man.

Looking toward the source, I saw a man in a researcher’s outfit slowly descending through the air.

But calling him a man was a stretch—he was already more demon than human.

Eight spider legs stretched out behind him, seemingly walking through the air as if treading on invisible webs.

His eyes had multiplied like a spider’s, splitting in several directions, reflecting my figure.

“I’m staking everything on my research. The Shadow Spider is just a part of it.”

Ah, this is bad.

When the Shadow Spider uses a human as a host, it minimizes the discomfort of the prey being eaten alive.

That meant his brain was already corrupted.

Clutching the Holy Sword tightly, I asked,

“What research?”

“The infinite birth of humans.”

“Why such research?”

“That’s obvious. To create an infinite food supply.”

“…I see.”

His own beliefs and will had already vanished.

Whoever he was, he was a demon fitting of those who created the Shadow Spider—utterly ruthless.

Deceiving humans into contracts and plunging them into an abyss where even despair can’t be felt was cruelty worse than a demon’s.

Even the host would never realize they were once human.

“Then you’ll die here.”

“Ha, such great research, yet you fail to understand. That’s why you shouldn’t waste time talking to ignorant fools.”

“Right. Talking to beasts isn’t worthwhile.”

Just as Jair Saint-Germain and I prepared to fight in earnest,

Kyahhh!

Suddenly, the chilling screams of Human Devourers echoed.

Someone was approaching outside this haunted house.

I quickly identified them and frowned.

“What the hell…”

I struck down Jair Saint-Germain as I spoke.


This was no time to waste on this weakling.

Rolling away, I left the Baronette’s head behind and dashed straight toward the Human Devourers.

Ah, Murfin, you bastard.

How do you manage your juniors this badly?



 
  Chapter 20: Hwanhee






“That madwoman, seriously…”

When Beatrice suddenly rushed back to the Ruins, just as expected, Human Devourers were prowling in a pack in front of the mansion door.

Normally, she would have snuck in by making a detour or entered quietly so as not to provoke them.

But for some reason, Beatrice seemed to be in such a rush that she charged straight toward the Human Devourers without a second thought.

The Human Devourers instantly recognized Beatrice and opened their mouths.

“Out of my way!”

Beatrice’s eyes were unmistakably different from before—completely turned over.

A part of her reason had already flown away.

What in the world had brought her to this state?

‘What is it? What’s wrong? Why do I feel so anxious?’

The problem was, even she herself didn’t know.

Beatrice dashed madly through the midst of the Human Devourers.

Yet, despite knowing Beatrice was their enemy, the Human Devourers didn’t move as decisively as usual.

Rather than attacking, they seemed to be quietly retreating.

Their faces and energy showed that they wanted to pounce and devour her at any moment, but whenever Beatrice tried to get closer, they would quickly back off, only letting out threatening roars.

Ignoring all the strangeness, Beatrice burst through the mansion doors to quell the intense anxiety ringing through her heart.

“I just saw something fascinating.”

No, she tried to go in.

If only the boy who blocked her path as the door opened hadn’t been there.

Owen, Special Task Force Captain of the Kingdom of Lumin.

His Holy Sword instantly sliced the gathered Human Devourers in half.

Elite monsters that normally needed a whole army to subdue were cut down before they could even resist.

At the same time, he embraced Beatrice and whispered in her ear.

“What’s got you so anxious?”

At my question, Beatrice answered between ragged breaths.

“Inside the mansion… There’s an answer in there that I want.”

“…Is that so?”

She knew exactly why she was anxious, and what she needed to aim for to find out the truth.

Had it been due to the mental corruption of the Demon Sword, she would only have been following her own feelings—but since that wasn’t the case, I could conclude it had nothing to do with mental corruption.

‘Beatrice was born from the Artificial Life Project.’

She is not an ordinary human by any means.

Therefore, the sensations she experiences cannot be judged by the standards of normal people.

I patted her shoulder and said,

“Jair Saint-Germain is dead.”

“I don’t care.”

I gazed into Beatrice’s emotionless eyes.

A woman who had moved all her life seeking love now cared nothing for the monster that had become a beast.

There was no need to bother telling her of his end, so I nodded.

“Alright. Then let’s dig into what’s really important.”

Why did Beatrice come back after I sent her away because things were getting dangerous?

And why is she so anxious now?

The Ruins aren’t that large, so I should be able to find the cause soon enough.

As soon as we entered the mansion and after a brief search, Beatrice found the reason for her anxiety.

It was none other than the corpses of the Shadow Spiders that I had slain.

Though they were called corpses, they were already reduced to ashes, practically just sand.

Beatrice crouched down and dug through the sand.

As she scattered the heap of sand, something emerged.

“…A ring?”

It was a silver ring.

At a glance, it had no unusual shape and no decorations engraved on it.

But Beatrice stared blankly at the ring and slid it onto her ring finger.

The moment she did, the ring throbbed with a heartbeat as if resonating with Beatrice.

A wave that warmly enveloped the body spread instantly throughout the Ruins.

I knew exactly what this wave was.

‘Golem’s Life Pulse.’

It was the pulse you hear from the power core in a Golem.

“…Ah.”

With the pulse, the ring on Beatrice’s finger melted into her flesh and disappeared.

The Golem’s Life Pulse surged violently inside Beatrice’s body.

“Ugh?!”

Beatrice doubled over, retching.

Her gasping breaths sounded as though she was desperately enduring forced pain.

I waited patiently with composure, and soon Beatrice’s breathing calmed and she opened her eyes wide as if regaining her senses.

“…Haa. Haa. Huu.”

“Are you alright?”

“…I’m fine.”

I realized the atmosphere around Beatrice was different from usual and asked,

“How do you feel right now?”

Beatrice frowned and answered,

“Like shit.”

“Why?”

“Because I couldn’t kill that bastard Jair Saint-Germain myself.”

From Beatrice, who had lost all interest in him, anger suddenly surged.

I immediately sensed that the silver ring Beatrice was wearing must be connected.

“Can you tell me?”

“Tell you what?”

“What you saw when you put on that silver ring.”

“…”

Beatrice frowned at me.


“You’re not going to kill me?”

“…”

The question was so out of nowhere that I was taken aback.

I held up the Holy Sword and said,

“Beatrice, do you know what this sword that pierced your heart is?”

“Isn’t it the Holy Sword?”

“That’s right. And it can’t kill people.”

“But last time, you stabbed me just fine.”

“‘Can’t kill’ means I can’t make someone die. When this sword pierced your heart, you lived instead.”

“…”

“You’re not a demon, or of the Demon Race. You’re not a traitor who joined the Demon Army either. You’re without a doubt a person, so I have no reason to kill you.”

Beatrice replied with an especially heavy look.

“I think I might be a Lich.”

I nodded and said,

“No, you’re not. Stop talking nonsense and just calmly tell me what you saw when you put on the silver ring.”

Lich, my foot.

If that were true, the moment I stabbed her heart with the Holy Sword, she would have turned to dust without a trace.

I’ve slaughtered plenty of Liches while facing the Demon Army—how could I not tell the difference?

Beatrice bit her lip lightly and spoke.

“…I saw how I was created.”

I waited patiently so she could continue calmly.

Perhaps because she’d shaken off some anxiety and unease, Beatrice’s eyes trembled but she spoke calmly.

“When I first opened my eyes, I was in a place like a pile of dirt. Not long after I woke up, he pulled me out.”

“Was it the Saint-Germain Baronette?”

“Yes. He smiled at me, looking absolutely delighted.”

Beatrice wore a hollow expression.

“But it wasn’t a smile because he was happy I was born. It was the beginning of him trying to implant emotions in me.”

The Saint-Germain Baronette had known from the start that Beatrice was a Failed Product.

That’s why he intended to use her as a Hound.

“I realized the moment I was born and saw the Baronette’s actions that it was a lie. I tried to run away.”

Beatrice frowned as if recalling that day.

At the same time, I realized that from the moment she was born, she already looked as she does now.

“I failed. Saint-Germain never let me escape outside.”

“Hmm.”

“After that, Saint-Germain showed his true colors. He restrained me so I couldn’t run, cut open my chest, and took out my heart. Then he hid it somewhere. He threatened me that if he destroyed my heart, I’d die, so I had to obey everything he said.”

“I see.”

So, even after her heart was taken, she didn’t die.

It’s a structure like a Golem, whose core is stored outside its body.

‘A Lich is similar if you think about it.’

They store their soul in a Life Vessel.

As long as that isn’t destroyed, a Lich is immortal and keeps reviving.

But Beatrice has a heart.

When injured, she bleeds like any human.

My Holy Sword cannot kill a human because it has the power to heal wounds.

So, what is the ‘heart’ she saw?

“My memories after that were controlled. Emotions were meticulously implanted, and to survive, I had to be his puppet.”

Beatrice’s empty eyes looked at me.

“This is the truth that surrounded my birth.”

“…Did you suddenly start doubting whether you’re a Lich because that ‘heart’ turned out to be that silver ring?”

“Exactly.”

Beatrice gave a self-mocking laugh.

“Isn’t it absurd that an ordinary person’s heart is a plain silver ring?”

“No. In fact, it makes perfect sense.”

Just earlier, the Human Devourers actually backed away from Beatrice.

Why are Human Devourers called that?

It’s simple.

They only eat humans.

That they backed away upon seeing Beatrice suggests her nature is far from human.

“You were born with a structure similar to a Lich’s.”

“…”

“But you’re human. That’s the one thing that’s undeniable.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“As I said, the Holy Sword can’t cut you.”

“…”

There’s no doubt the silver ring plays a huge role in letting Beatrice remain herself.

Just as a Lich stores its soul in a Life Vessel, her soul must be stored in the silver ring.

‘That’s probably why it’s called her heart.’

Does that mean, perhaps, that even if Beatrice dies, she could resurrect like a Lich?

I wondered, but pushed the thought aside.

Either way, the key difference is that she clearly bleeds, feels pain, and can learn emotions like any human.

Her way of life may not be ordinary, but you can’t deny her humanity.

Those who deny themselves always walk a path toward destruction.

“Beatrice, let me ask you just one more thing.”

“…What is it?”

“In your memories, did you see any Demon Race?”

Beatrice shook her head firmly.

“There weren’t any.”

“I see. Then it can’t be helped.”

With no clues, there’s nothing more to pursue.

But one thing is now certain.

Why the silver ring was inside the Shadow Spider’s corpse.

Why the Saint-Germain Baronette was devoured by a Shadow Spider.

And why Beatrice never saw any Demon Race who should have been with the Baronette.

‘How thorough. Truly.’

Behind Beatrice’s origin lay a Demon Race who contracted with the Saint-Germain Baronette.

Not just giving a little help, but almost certainly, their primary purpose was to create Beatrice.

‘But even though they’re about to lose Beatrice to me, they haven’t shown up at all.’

I curled my lips and stood up.

“Let’s go home.”

“…Home?”

“Yeah. I don’t want to stay in this unpleasant place any longer.”

I reached out my hand to Beatrice.

“Take it.”

“…You’re really not going to kill me?”

“That wasn’t part of our deal.”

The promise I made with Beatrice was that I would borrow her strength and teach her emotions in return.

“You found your important past and memories, and now your ‘real heart’ too. It’s time to go back.”

“…”

Beatrice stretched out her trembling hand.

“…What is this feeling?”

A single tear rolled down her cheek.

But the awkward smile that didn’t match made for a strange sight.

Seeing her bizarrely twisted expression, I let out a soft chuckle.

“That’s what we call happiness.”

After the Special Task Force of the Kingdom of Lumin departed.

A Demon Race with black skin and green hair, and a single horn on one side of his head, slunk over.

“Sheesh, I was going to present this to the Demon King, but ended up just helping the enemy instead.”

A red glint flashed in the smoke rising from the pipe he held between his lips.

[Heehee, heehee. Orders from the Demon King, what can you do?]

[Yeah, yeah. You know what happens if you disobey the Demon King. You couldn’t kill that monster. You should have just stayed out of it. Kekeke.]

The red eyes sneered at the green-haired Demon Race.

Unbothered, he said to the red eyes in a weary tone,

“Shut up and gather up the Demon Sword fragments. We have to at least make up for the loss with those.”

[Kyaahaha! Franken’s pissed! Franken’s pissed!]

[Are you mad? Angry? Then you should have gotten stronger~]

[Years of research gone in an instant? See, you should have handled it yourself from the start. Oh, right, you can’t because of the Demon King’s orders! Heeheehee!]

No matter how menacing his words, the eyes in the pipe ignored him and continued to mock as they vanished into the air.

Clap clap!

Regardless, the green-haired Demon Race just clapped his hands toward the corpses of the monsters nearby as if focusing only on his task.

The Human Devourers that had been cut in half opened their eyes and began crawling, searching for their bodies.

Once they put themselves back together, the Human Devourers gathered around the Demon Race.


“Clean up here and self-destruct. We must not leave a single trace of ourselves.”

With red eyes gleaming, the green-haired Demon Race began covering up the incident at the border of the Prasion Kingdom.

At the end of his gaze was the place where the Hero who had wrecked all this had left.

“Looks like I’ll… have to change the plan a lot.”



 
  Chapter 21: Do you want to roll like this?






Lin Deqing gave Lu Liang a general rundown of the situation.

Ever since the Black Mist Monster wreaked havoc on Commercial Street, the Provincial Capital Federation was enraged. To appease the restless citizens and to crush the Monsters’ arrogance, the Police Affairs Department resolved to support a Scavenger as the officially endorsed Black Book Set, with the role of clearing out sewer Monster insects and cleaning up other Scavengers.

This was like learning from the Central Plains’ way of supporting the Tartar slaves.

Of course, there was also the fact that these lazybones in the Police Affairs Department simply didn’t want to work overtime themselves.

Lu Liang was tempted, but he still felt a bit uneasy, wondering if the Police Affairs Department just wanted to use him as an excuse to pad their performance metrics.

He decided to probe further.

“What about benefits and compensation?”

“There are no benefits or compensation,” Lin Deqing replied solemnly: “After all, the Police Affairs Department’s finances are limited, and the Cleaner Industry has plenty of opportunities for profit. Just casually picking up a Monster’s remains can fetch you eighty to a hundred thousand.”

Of course, this was assuming you could snatch the prize from under the noses of Monsters and Magical Girls.

Lin Deqing didn’t mention this part, and Lu Liang couldn’t be bothered to expose him.

“But— we will provide you with this thing called the Black Glove.”

Lin Deqing sent over a screenshot of a card.

Its appearance was gilded, the artwork ornate and lavish, using the Police Affairs Department’s headquarters as the background image. In the upper left corner, there were intricate dragon and phoenix carvings, with the three big characters “Good Citizen Certificate” written on it. On the right side was a splendid Golden Kite Flower, the emblem of the Magical Girl Association, and underneath it read: “This person pays taxes on time. Verified by the Magic Association and Police Affairs Department as a Great Good Citizen.”

“This is…”

Lu Liang’s pupils shrank: “Good Citizen Certificate?”

Possessing a Good Citizen Certificate meant being eligible for a range of social benefits.

But wasn’t the Good Citizen Certificate something you just got for paying your taxes on time? For the Police Affairs Department to offer this as a benefit seemed a bit stingy.

Lu Liang thought that given the Magic Association’s style, they wouldn’t be so tightfisted. So, he took a closer look, and soon spotted the difference.

The regular Good Citizen Certificate had a silvered surface, but this one was gold, the artwork was finer, and most importantly, this card was labeled “Great Good Citizen” at the end, not just “Good Citizen.”

This was… a Great Good Citizen Certificate!

On the other side, Lin Deqing was proudly explaining the uses of this “Great Good Citizen Certificate”:

“With this certificate, you can become an officially endorsed Black Glove. Not only do you enjoy all the benefits of the regular Good Citizen Certificate, but you also get one exemption per month for crimes causing losses below thirty thousand. And if you encounter a Magical Girl during Cleaner work, you just have to pay a fine.”

Lu Liang fell into deep thought.

If he possessed this card, wouldn’t that mean his identity could be wiped clean, and he’d never again have to risk getting caught up in a battle between Monsters and Magical Girls?

The benefits here were just too great— so great that Lu Liang was willing to risk being used as someone’s performance credit just to enter the tiger’s den.

“All right, I’ll take the job.”

“Brother Wang Erxiao, then come over to the Police Affairs Department headquarters right away,” Lin Deqing replied happily. “Remember to dress formally— make a good impression on the interviewer.”

Hmm? Interviewer?

Lu Liang was stunned.

He understood every word separately, but strung together, the sentence made no sense to him.

You had to interview to become a Black Glove?

Was he not the only applicant?

How competitive could this be!

“Dezi, Dezi, hey hey, stop staring at your phone, the next candidate’s here.”

Police Affairs Department headquarters, inside the Director’s office.

Prompted by his colleague, Lin Deqing put down his phone and looked up at the person before him with a cheerful grin: “Sorry, Vice Director He, I just got an important message, got a little distracted.”

That man was rather portly, named He Anpai, and held the same rank as Lin Deqing— both Deputy Chiefs of Police.

“Heh, new officials set things alight to show their mettle. Dezi, you’re a Deputy Chief now, of course you’re busy,” He Anpai said with a sly smile. “But the Director is here, and it’s an important interview. It’s not great to be distracted in front of the Director, is it?”

“My fault, my fault. Director Chen, please forgive me,” Lin Deqing hurriedly stood up and bowed repeatedly to the middle-aged man seated next to him.

“All right, sit down, it’s nothing serious.”

The middle-aged man gave Lin Deqing a cold glance and let him sit, then continued reviewing the resumes sent by the applicants.

“Hehe, Dezi, sit down. But don’t let your mind wander next time,” He Anpai said with a laugh.

“Of course, of course. Sorry about that, don’t mind me, don’t mind me,” Lin Deqing replied, forcing a smile as he sat. A chill flickered through his heart—this so-called amiable Vice Director He Anpai wasn’t nearly as easygoing as he appeared.

In fact, back when Lin Deqing was just an ordinary Police Officer, He Anpai had bossed him around more times than he could count.

It was only because Lin Deqing had caught dozens of Monster insects in the sewers that he’d managed to be exceptionally promoted to Deputy Chief, putting him on equal footing with He Anpai. On the surface, He Anpai had reined himself in, but behind the scenes he was as nasty as ever.

Unfortunately, Lin Deqing was newly promoted, with far less experience and backing than He Anpai, and didn’t have any trusted subordinates to call on. A few older colleagues he got along with had even been transferred to other districts by He Anpai.

The Police Director was well aware of the conflict between them but never intervened. At times like this, if Lin Deqing didn’t seize the chance to foster his own confidants, his title of Deputy Chief would soon become nothing more than a joke!

Lin Deqing was keenly aware that the world of officialdom was full of pitfalls—one careless step and you could plunge off a cliff. He had to seize every opportunity and fight for every advantage!

Now that the Police Affairs Department was selecting an official Black Glove, this was Lin Deqing’s chance.

Just as the government would install secret agents among the people, those who became Black Gloves had to be as close as brothers to the authorities—scoundrels utterly loyal to the office.

In fact, when the Police Director got promoted, or if the twenty thousand Deputy Chiefs vied for the Director’s chair, the Black Glove would play a pivotal role. That’s why the Black Glove could only be the trusted confidant of a high-ranking official.

Thus, this official Black Glove interview was nothing like it seemed on the surface! It was, in fact, a power struggle between the new and old Deputy Chiefs!

And Lu Liang was Lin Deqing’s hand-picked confidant.

There wasn’t anyone else to choose, really. Lin Deqing either wasn’t familiar with the others or didn’t dare trust them. Though there’d been some unpleasantness with Lu Liang before, since Lin Deqing had already spent the money and spoken the right words, he could only hope Lu Liang wouldn’t let him down too badly.

“All right, please wait outside for further notice.”

Another Scavenger applicant was eliminated. As interviewers, Lin Deqing, He Anpai, and the Minister of the Police Affairs Department were all used to saying such pleasantries.

Most of the applicants vying for the Black Glove position didn’t realize that the role they’d worked so hard to prepare for had already been pre-selected. At best, they were just there for show.

In the end, it was just a matter of randomly picking from the predetermined candidates.

“All right, next candidate.”

Flipping through the resumes, He Anpai suddenly smiled and said to the Police Director seated between him and Lin Deqing: “I’m personally very optimistic about this next person. He’s been a Scavenger for ten years, a local thug who’s done all sorts of evil—robbery, strong-arm tactics, you name it. He’s ruthless and efficient. You know, to do the Black Glove’s work, you have to be ruthless and effective. If we let him be our department’s Black Glove, he’ll definitely complete any task the Magic Association assigns us!”

Hearing this, Lin Deqing’s heart clenched. He knew that if He Anpai was suddenly recommending someone, that person must be his own confidant. This scoundrel had found someone too!

“Mm. Let him in for a self-introduction,” said the Police Director, expressionless.

The doors opened, and a new Scavenger entered.

Upon seeing this person, Lin Deqing was so shocked his jaw nearly hit the floor.


How could it be… How could he possibly show up!

Lin Deqing stared hard at the man. That man’s name was Night Owl.

It was the very same Night Owl who’d had that deadly run-in with Lin Deqing and Lu Liang in the sewers!

When did these two start working together!



 
  Chapter 22: The Dragons’ Duty






They are called the originators of magic and are regarded by all magicians as the closest race to the gods.

Because of that, they are often armed with an arrogance beyond measure, viewing all other races as insignificant beings.

Perhaps worried about this nature, the prime gods who created this world sealed the Dragons away, confining them to their own sanctuary called the Heavenly Palace.

A contract was imposed so that they could not appear in the mortal realm unless a world-ending crisis occurred.

For this reason, although the Dragons exist in this world, they are famous for never showing themselves unless the Demon Army pushes humanity to the brink of extinction.

But now, it’s not just one or two Dragons—no less than five have appeared.

And the fact that they appeared at all is outrageous enough, but they are currently ravaging the forest within the Elf Kingdom’s territory.

“You know you’re hiding him! I can feel the mana here! Bring him out immediately!”

The old elf maintaining the barrier shouted in response to the Dragon’s fiery roar as it set the forest ablaze.

“There is no such Dragon here! Please, calm your wrath and withdraw the flames!”

Wow, they’re even speaking politely.

Judging by their size, the Dragons hovering above are not Ancient Dragons.

At a glance, they were nothing more than young Dragons under 500 years old.

“Shut up! How dare an inferior race talk back—do you want to die?”

But why on earth are these creatures shouting such nonsense at an Elder who’s lived safely for over a thousand years?

The absurdity of the conversation made me slap my forehead.

Those Dragon bastards had no intention of having a proper conversation from the start.

I couldn’t just stand by and watch the forest burn, so I stomped the ground and surged up to the Dragon shouting insults about inferiority.

“Hmm? What’s this, a little runt…”

“You insolent brat! How dare you open your mouth to anyone!”

With a clang!

I struck the Dragon’s forehead with the flat edge of the Holy Sword, sending the massive lizard plummeting through the air.

The five-layered barrier protecting the vast center of the Elf territory couldn’t withstand the shock and shattered completely, but the World Tree would repair it on its own, so I let it be.

“A human?”

“You inferior wretch!”

A Dragon quickly lunged at me mid-fall, opening its jaws to swallow me whole.

At the same time, it breathed a scorching flame down its throat to incinerate me, but I pierced through the heat with the Holy Sword and kicked the Dragon’s neck from inside its esophagus.

The scream—what sounded like a shriek—from the Dragon echoed in my ears, and at the same time, a fierce gust of wind from its esophagus pushed me away.

“Kuhack! Koohoh, kehack!”

Eventually, the Dragon coughed me up, and as I landed, two other Dragons on either side swung their tails together, aiming to crush me.

“These bastards still haven’t come to their senses?”

I immediately re-summoned the Holy Sword and grabbed both tails with my hands, striking the coughing Dragon’s head.

Ka-bang!

Four Dragons in total crashed to the ground at once.

“Hmm?”

I lifted my head, sensing the immense mana concentration above.

The last remaining Dragon was preparing an ultimate spell.

Judging by the accumulating mana, it seemed to be attempting a level 9 spell—the highest tier of magic.

“Are you an idiot?”

The act was so ridiculous I snorted.

Without even trying to stop it, I just stood there as the Dragon finishing its spell sneered mockingly and shouted,

“Disappear!”

And the spell exploded with a bang.

The magical circle, which had filled the sky with thunder and was about to engulf the entire Elf village, dissipated into thin air.

“…Huh?”

The elves trembling behind me looked bewildered, and even the once arrogant Dragon was thrown off.

But only for a moment.

“Kueeeek!”

The Dragon that had tried to cast the spell screamed as blood spewed from between its scales.

Curling up as if in unbearable pain, it crashed down to the ground and rolled to join its fallen companions.

Landing on the ground, I clicked my tongue at the writhing Dragon in agony.

“A brat trying to use magic beyond his means can’t handle the backlash. He could’ve died if he wasn’t careful. Didn’t Dragons get proper education from their parents?”

“Ugh, you inferior—”

Still not coming to its senses, I stomped on its face.

Whether it was in pain or not was none of my concern.

After all, it was a Dragon, so it wouldn’t die from magical backlash.

That’s why Dragons are called the originators of magic.

While I was standing on one Dragon, the other four nearby stirred and tried to get up.

Just in case, I gripped the Holy Sword and glared at the four, asking,

“Hey, lizards. Can you transform into humanoid form? Yes or no?”

“Ha, you dare command us? You inferior—”

I swung the Holy Sword and knocked the talking Dragon’s head down again.

Seeing its comrade crash into the ground with a spiderweb of cracks around it, the nearby Dragon shouted,

“Useless!”

“Short-tempered.”

Another Dragon identical in appearance joined the conversation.

“Cannot use it!”

“Increasing your words doesn’t change that.”

More Dragons of the same kind spoke up.

Finally, the last Dragon’s pupils trembled like an earthquake.

“Cannot use it!”

This one was properly polite and clicked its tongue quietly.

“Why can’t you use it?”

“We weren’t taught because we’re not old enough to practice yet!”

“How could you play around? Isn’t it contractually impossible for you to leave the Heavenly Palace?”

“Th-that part, well…”

“…Hah.”

Judging by their reaction, they genuinely didn’t know.

But that didn’t ease my bafflement.


‘Aren’t Dragons supposed to be sealed inside the Heavenly Palace unless the world is on the verge of destruction?’

What I thought I knew was being turned upside down.

If Dragons have been secretly slipping out of the Heavenly Palace and operating without anyone noticing, how am I supposed to accept that?

Does it mean they broke the contract with the prime gods who created this world?

Or is this just some personal rebellion among the Dragons?

And if it’s neither…

‘Could the Dragons be hiding another motive?’

Either way, I had accidentally gained some absurd information.

To truly understand why the Dragons are coming out and what’s causing it, I would need to invade the Heavenly Palace and confront the Lord.

But that’s for later.

For now, there was something I needed to do first.

I asked the only polite Dragon.

“Why on earth did the Dragons of the Heavenly Palace invade the Elf village?”

The young Dragon that had its head bashed against the ground shouted.

“W-we came chasing a traitor!”

I pressed the Holy Sword into its head again.

“W-why…?”

“I didn’t ask you. And don’t try to lift your head until I say you can. Shut up. I’m afraid I might accidentally strike your neck with the Holy Sword if you suddenly breathe fire at me again.”

The Dragon silently twitched, lowering its head back to the ground.

Seeing that continuing the conversation would only get it beaten more, the other Dragons nearby slowly raised their heads but then wisely buried them again.

I stepped toward the polite Dragon.

“By the way, a traitor? Is there such a thing among you Dragons?”

“Yes.”

The well-mannered young Dragon nodded confidently.

“Because a traitorous Dragon cannot use magic.”

“What does that mean?”

No, wait—Dragons become traitors just because they can’t use magic?

I’d never heard of such a case.

But I wasn’t quick to jump to conclusions.

There wasn’t much known about Dragons, so it wouldn’t be strange if there were things I didn’t know.

“The Lord executes any Dragon unable to use magic as soon as they are found, according to his vision. But the traitor somehow escaped outside the Heavenly Palace. Since the elders cannot go beyond the Palace due to the contract, we were sent out to find him ourselves.”

The contract they referred to was the Sacred Contract of Genesis.

It was the pact forged to prevent the Dragons—too powerful for this world—from leaving the Heavenly Palace except in specific circumstances.

Ryuk had spoken with the Lord about this, so there was no doubt about it.

‘But what exactly do they mean by “traitor”?’

That was still the part I couldn’t grasp.

There was no reason for the word betrayal to appear among the Dragons.

Why would those sealed within the Heavenly Palace betray their own kind for any gain?

“And you say the traitor’s trace was found where the elves live?”

“Yes.”

The young Dragon’s eyes gleamed fiercely.

“So we are not at fault. If you try to protect the inferior ones hiding the traitor, even greater disaster will follow.”

“Hah.”

I sighed deeply, frustrated.

To clear my complicated thoughts, I asked a question that could buy me some time.

“What is the traitor’s name?”

“Thrall.”

“…What?”

I doubted my own ears.

Did I hear that right?

“You said Thrall? It must have been Thrall, right?”

“Yes? Ah, yes. You heard correctly.”

“…Hah.”

I slapped my forehead and exhaled heavily.

‘Thrall can’t use magic? That Thrall?’

The mighty Dragon King who sided with the Demon Army, the one who destroyed the Heavenly Palace and wiped out his own kin.

The unique Dragon who inflicted greater damage and despair on the resistance than the Desolators or the Commander of the Army of Scorn.

And yet, he was actually a Dragon who couldn’t use magic and was branded a traitor by his own kind, sentenced to execution?

‘…This is complicated.’

The Dragon I was trying to recruit into the Special Task Force was connected to this matter.

Unlike Murfin or Beatrice, who had known histories as humans siding with the Demon Army, the Dragon King case required more time to uncover.

Above all, he was a Dragon.

Even the Great Sage Ryuk had to negotiate directly with the Dragons of the Heavenly Palace to understand him.

The dealings with Dragons were information only valid between the parties involved, so I had no way of knowing about Thrall.

If I wanted to get information, I would have to visit the Heavenly Palace and negotiate with the Lord myself.

‘I never expected things to turn out this way.’

At least now I understood why these young Dragons came all the way to the Elf Kingdom and caused chaos.

If the Thrall I know really betrayed his kind, the price the Elf forest would pay would be far beyond just burning.

It could be considered a rational choice, at least from the Dragons’ point of view.

Of course, that was only according to their standards.

“All right. I understand now. I get what you’re worried about, and I’m willing to accept what you want a hundred times over.”

“Then you’re saying it’s fine to burn down the entire forest to find the traitor…?”

“Who told you to open your mouth? I haven’t finished talking yet.”

Turning my gaze away from the Dragon who suddenly buried its face in the ground again after showing signs of resolving things through dialogue, I addressed the polite Dragon.

“But that doesn’t mean you haven’t done anything wrong.”

The polite Dragon frowned and asked,

“Why is that?”

“Do you know why Dragons obey the contract?”

“To prevent the world from perishing.”

“Wrong.”

My confident tone surprised the polite Dragon.

“No?”

“Yes. If it were simply to prevent the world from perishing, Dragons would only appear after all of us were dead and gone. Because if the race that prevents the world’s destruction remained until the end, Dragons wouldn’t intervene.”

But history showed otherwise.

Whenever the lives of the world’s beings were on the line, Dragons emerged from the Heavenly Palace to repel the Demon Army with their power.

In fact, ancient history discovered by Ryuk showed that it wasn’t just the Demon King who invaded this world.

Every time a threat arose to bring the world to ruin and annihilate humanity, the Dragons directly resolved it.

Dragons have never once allowed the living beings of this world to perish in vain.

“The reason Dragons obey the contract is precisely to protect all life in this world—not only humans but other races too. Dragons exist as guardians to defend the entire world.”

They are arrogant and condescending toward other races.

You can see that clearly from the attitudes of these young Dragons.


But you can’t deny that they are a race bearing both great power and great responsibility.

“But to burn down an Elf village and use breath attacks and ultimate spells just to catch one traitor? If I hadn’t arrived in time, how many lives would have been lost? You’re directly contradicting the very foundation of the contract your elders protect. From my perspective, you’re no different from the Demon Army. If the Ancient Dragons of the Heavenly Palace hear about this, you won’t have to worry about the traitor—your heads will roll.”

“…!”

The Dragon’s expression turned ghostly pale as it absorbed my words.



 
  Chapter 23: It starts with resentment. When the time comes, it becomes a thought






“Th-Then what will happen to us now?”

The ground trembled oddly, and looking around, I could feel the bodies of the dragons buried with their faces in the dirt trembling violently.

No matter how many centuries they had lived, these were still young dragons.

If you compared it to humans, they were like children under the age of ten.

Yet they had almost broken the most sacred rule of dragons, the one adults must never break, so it was natural they were terrified.

“Everyone, stand up.”

The dragons who had their heads buried in the dirt lifted them.

One looked particularly pale, and though the backlash from the magic had somewhat subsided, it was still breathing heavily compared to before.

Of course, I didn’t pity them since this was all their own fault.

“The representative among you will go to the Lord and explain in detail what happened here. No matter how arrogant dragons are, this is just a mistake made by young ones who haven’t even become true adult dragons yet. If you show honest remorse, there’s a good chance it’ll be overlooked. I’ll be going to the Heavenly Palace myself later, so it’s better if none of you even think about lying.”

“Th-Then… the Betrayer?”

“As I said earlier, since I plan to visit the Heavenly Palace anyway, I’ll find the Betrayer you’re looking for and bring them myself.”

One of the dragons, wearing a sullen expression, spoke.

“I can’t trust you… yo.”

I wished the young one would at least decide whether to use formal or casual speech, but considering how young it was, I decided to let it slide.

Kwang!

The dragon who had just been hit by my Holy Sword on the head slammed back into the ground and shouted in protest.

“I used formal speech, so why?!”

“I didn’t kill you for it.”

“I understand that you don’t trust me. So, go to the Lord and tell him, ‘Hero Owen will find the Betrayer and bring them to the Heavenly Palace.’”

“…!”

At my words, the dragons shook their shoulders vigorously.

“Are you serious… yo?”

“You mean you’re staking your name on this with the Lord?”

“…Ah, you knew?”

A name is the definition of one’s existence.

To lose one’s name is to lose all the history and essence built by that name.

The Dragon Lord, who rules over the dragons, has the authority to interfere with names.

“Do you think I’d tell the Lord my story if I didn’t know about him?”

For some reason, the dragons’ eyes brightened.

“Why those eyes?”

“You know the Lord, don’t you? I’ve never seen a human like you before!”

“…What?”

It seemed there was some misunderstanding.

Their eyes looked as if they were gazing at a sage, someone so knowledgeable they could converse with the village’s eldest.

‘Never thought I’d get that kind of look from dragons in my life.’

But it’s best to clear up misunderstandings early.

I spoke the truth without holding back.

“I only know your Lord’s power due to personal circumstances. Don’t imagine anything strange. I’m not even acquainted with him yet.”

“Ohhh.”

Yet the dragons’ eyes grew even brighter.

‘Why?’

As I struggled to understand, the polite dragon replied.

“If someone knows the Lord without knowing him personally, it means they have a deep connection with the dragons. I’d heard some adults were close to humans, but I never imagined I’d see proof like this.”

…Ah, right.

They must have mistaken me for someone who had built friendships with dragons somewhere along the line.

‘Not entirely wrong if you include my past life.’

But I was tired of explaining and just changed the subject.

“First, there’s something you must do before you leave.”

“What is it?”

I pointed my thumb toward the forest behind us.

“If you’ve caused trouble, you need to apologize properly.”

I sensed the elves hiding in the forest flinch.

The dragons didn’t seem surprised, so they probably already knew.

“Ugh… why do we have to do that…”

The sullen dragon grumbled but lowered its gaze and shrank back when I stared at it.

I immediately turned my head and waved for them to come over.

The elves exchanged glances, and soon an elderly elf maintaining a barrier stepped forward as their representative.

“I am Jilbero, one of the Elf Elders.”

I nodded and then gestured to the dragons.

The polite dragon stepped forward.

“Sorry for the surprise attack without warning.”

As the others hesitated, the dragon who spoke first signaled his comrades.

‘Better apologize now or get beaten again?’

Only then did the others each say a word of apology.

“Sorry. We didn’t realize how fragile you were, barely able to survive a single hit. That was our mistake.”

“We had our reasons, but we never thought it would be this hard for you. I apologize.”

“No one died, but creating that crisis must have been terrifying. Sorry.”

“Ah, um… yes. Um.”

The elderly elf looked deeply bewildered.

Understandable, I suppose.

Watching dragons who nearly turned the palace into a blazing inferno be reformed by a single human would be baffling to anyone.

“I will not apologize.”

At that moment, the dragons who had been apologizing all turned to look at the one who spoke stubbornly.

It was the same sullen one from before.

“Those who hide the Betrayer don’t realize how foolish they are. Because we don’t know what the dragon the Lord foresaw might do, even if it was for that reason, the whole world could suffer. I cannot accept that our actions are no different from the Demon Army.”

Getting angry and arguing here is the mark of an amateur.

“I do not spare those who refuse to admit their mistakes.”

So I calmly drew my sword.


Even with the blade pressed up to his neck, the young dragon surprised me by responding boldly.

“Then I’ll fight and die according to my convictions.”

Thinking these young dragons were even more foolish than I expected, I sheathed my Holy Sword.

“My mistake. To fight and die by conviction, you truly are a Warrior.”

“Strictly speaking, I’m a magic user… guck!”

He got punched right in the face.

“No, no. You are a Warrior. Barbaric. You speak without thinking. Worse, you don’t realize how wrong that is.”

The reason I sheathed the sword was simple.

He wasn’t refusing to admit he was wrong because he knew better—he didn’t even know what he did wrong.

Ignorance isn’t a sin, so the first step is to make him realize his mistake.

And I usually solve that with a punch.

I climbed onto the fallen dragon’s neck, stepped on it with a chokehold, and rained punches on his face with both hands.

Each strike sent shockwaves around us.

“I understand your faith in the Lord’s prophecy, but because you know it, you shouldn’t make the choices you’re making now.”

Kwang!

“Because it only increases the enemies you must face.”

These young dragons were pure but not stupid.

That sullen one in front of me wasn’t convinced, but he was intelligent.

He even lost a tooth from a bad punch to the jaw, but I ignored it.

“No matter how powerful your attack to invade the Elf Kingdom and find the Betrayer, you cannot exterminate an entire race. Isn’t that right?”

“Kuhk, w-wait! N-no matter what, I wasn’t planning to go that far… kuhk!”

Another punch to the jaw.

“Your intent doesn’t matter here, young dragon.”

I paused my punches to look around at the aftermath of our scuffle.

The barriers protecting the Elf Kingdom were partially restored, but some parts of the forest were utterly scorched.

“Suppose you destroy the Elf Kingdom searching for the Betrayer and return. Who will the elves direct their hatred toward then?”

Eventually, a dragon with a bloody nose said,

“Cough! Cough! Of course, those who hid the Betrayer!”

Even with missing teeth and a bloody nose, dragons were tough.

Good. I can hit him some more.

“No. The hatred won’t end with those who hid the Betrayer. Ultimately, the elves’ grudge will be aimed at you dragons who killed their comrades, children, and parents.”

This is usually where a cycle of hatred begins.

“And I, who carry that hatred, will crawl all the way to the Heavenly Palace just to slap your faces.”

Even as a dragon, the experience of being dominated and beaten by a mere human had clearly unsettled them—their expressions had turned pale.

I took this as a good sign and continued.

“Dragons pride themselves on being a perfect race. We don’t. Humans, elves, dwarves, you dragons, and other minorities—we’re all flawed. That’s why we unite against threats like the Demon Army. But what about you?”

“Dragons never ask for help. They carry the responsibility and pride of standing alone, achieving everything by themselves.”

This is the curse of perfection.

They call themselves perfect and so never grow beyond a certain point.

‘Which is why the Thrall, Dragon King of Destruction, wiped them out.’

I can say without hesitation: there is no perfect race in this world. You are already flawed at your core.

Because you approach the world with ideology, no one will lend you a hand when you’re in danger.

When the Thrall, Dragon King of Destruction, ran rampant, if just one race had helped the dragons, neither the Heavenly Palace nor the dragons would have been erased.

“But that doesn’t mean we’re the same as the Demon Army…”

“Your intentions don’t matter. You’re using strength and violence to enforce what you believe is right. I ask again, how is that any different from the Demon Army?”

Those who try to dominate others are no better than beasts.

Why would the ‘lesser races’ of this world worship you as protectors if violence was the way?

It was only possible because of dialogue, mutual respect, and compromise.

The moment you abandon that attitude, you won’t be regarded as protectors—not just by the elves.

One dragon nearby muttered,

“But does that human have the right to say that?”

Hearing that, I nodded.

“Yes. Because you’re being beaten for your mistakes.”

…

Both dragons and elves fell silent.

“Anyway.”

I looked down at the bloodied dragon with trembling eyes and spoke calmly.

“I am certain that the moment elves see you as enemies, dragons will no longer be the protectors of this world. The ‘lesser races’ will consider those who threaten them as foes, and they will fight until one side is destroyed.”

“…Can it really escalate that far from just a grudge?”

I nodded.

“Though it starts as a grudge, in time it becomes ideology.”

And once it becomes ideology, there’s no turning back.

This will be an important turning point for this world.

I stepped down from the dragon’s neck and quietly bowed my head.

“Still, if you cannot accept this, I have a request.”

“…?!”

The dragons flinched, not expecting me to bow.

“Please, let us still see you as our protectors.”

The bloodied dragon rose and bowed his head to the elderly elf.

“Sorry… for the sudden attack. I am truly sorry.”

No need for formal speech, but as I listened, it was clear they felt guilty.

I raised my head and replied to the apologetic dragon.

“Thank you.”

Judging by his trembling eyes, he wasn’t sure if he should be grateful or not.

I spoke to the dragon who had been polite because this wasn’t just a job for hire.

“Don’t worry about the Betrayer. I will find them and bring them back.”

As I sent the dragons back to their nest, the elderly elf who had been tense relaxed and let out a deep sigh.

“Thank you. I don’t know where you came from, but thanks to you, the damage was minimal.”

Considering elves live so long that this elder might have lived more than twice as long as me, he spoke respectfully.

“I only did what needed to be done, so there’s no need for excessive thanks. Oh, by the way, we haven’t even introduced ourselves. I am Owen, Special Task Force Captain of the Kingdom of Lumin.”

“You’re with the Kingdom of Lumin? I’m Jilbero.”

After all this, it seemed they still didn’t guess why I came.

Not surprising, I nodded in greeting and asked,

“I originally came from the Kingdom of Lumin to offer support, but I was surprised to see dragons suddenly invading.”

“…Ah! Could it be you’re here because of that?”

At last, the elf who had grasped the situation, I handed over the letter I received from Torman.

After reading it, Jilbero’s expression brightened noticeably.

“Oh, so you are the one the World Tree guided.”


It’s a common phrase among elves whenever a fateful event happens; I listened half-heartedly and asked,

“You came because the Elf Kingdom is in danger, but aside from the five dragons just now, was there any other threat?”

Jilbero’s face hardened as he looked around before nodding.

“This is not the place to discuss it. Please come inside first. I will explain everything.”



 
  Chapter 24: Even the Elf King Doesn’t Know






Following Elder Jilbero’s guidance, I headed toward the heart of the World Tree. 

The Elves, recently injured during the Dragons’ attack, were being transported with the help of the tree spirits, the Trents, or being rushed to the hospital.

The whole place was moving busily, like a city at war.

Honestly, it was understandable. 

No matter how young, if five Dragons gathered together, even an entire Kingdom could be wiped out in an instant.

It was as if someone had handed a weapon so fearsome that even the Demon King would tremble to innocent children.

At least it was fortunate that those Dragons hadn’t come here intending to destroy the Kingdom.

Truthfully, if they had been set on it, it wouldn’t have been strange for the Barrier to collapse before I could even intervene.

Perhaps the other Elves knew this as well. Instead of anger at the Dragons, there was a sense of awe directed at me—for having driven off the Dragons without spilling a single drop of blood.

It was a reaction I had grown used to, and for the first time in a while, it brought me peace of mind.

‘But still.’

As I was being guided, I quietly turned my head and looked around.

The Ellesion Great Forest, which serves as the bridge between the Kingdom of Lumin and the Prasion Kingdom.

At its center stood the towering World Tree, with wooden dwellings lined all around.

Yet, something about it seemed oddly lifeless.

“The atmosphere is quite different than usual.”

Jilbero, walking ahead, wore a puzzled expression.

“Have you visited our city before, by chance?”

“I have, actually. Did some logging here, back in the day.”

“……Pardon?”

While fighting the Demon King’s Army, what we lacked most was, after all, resources.

As the battles against the Demon Army grew fiercer and the front lines were pushed back, Ellesion Great Forest became the center of almost all material resources. 

As a result, the city, once the heart of the Elves, was transformed into a site of indiscriminate resource extraction, and fell first.

It had been my role to cut down Trents that had turned into Demonic Beasts, corrupted by Magia.

I suppose what brought those memories back was how similar the current atmosphere was to back then.

“Forgive me. I was lost in old memories, so perhaps I sounded odd.”

“Ah, hmm. Is that so. Still, it’s surprising to hear you’ve visited before. We keep a record of all visitors, but…”

“I used to wander about without permission, so you needn’t worry.”

Jilbero seemed to recall the scene of me knocking down Dragons just moments ago, and shuddered as he nodded.

“That does make sense.”

“Regardless, let me ask you something. The village feels as if something is dying, but I can’t tell what. Do you know why it’s like this?”

Hearing my words, Jilbero’s face filled with shock.

“You—you could sense that? Truly?”

“……Is something wrong?”

“It’s not a problem per se… I’m just surprised you could sense the Death of the Forest. I thought only Elders older than myself or the Elf King could feel such things.”

Upon hearing this, I could not help but ask the Elder directly.

“……The Death of the Forest, you say? Are you saying the Ellesion Great Forest is dying?”

Ellesion Great Forest is not merely a place for Elves to live.

The entire forest, with the World Tree at its heart, purifies Demon energy and sustains all life in the world.

For the Resistance Army, even if their own Kingdoms fell, the World Tree was the one thing that absolutely had to be protected.

If the World Tree perished, Kingdoms and all else would be lost; life itself would no longer be able to survive in this world, and everything would be doomed to destruction in the blink of an eye.

Jilbero glanced around, then lowered his voice.

“That’s part of it. Let me explain inside. This way, please.”

I don’t know how much farther we walked, following Jilbero’s lead.

Soon, we reached a wooden building near the World Tree.

The exterior looked like a simple hut, but inside, perhaps by magic, there was a much wider living room and several rooms beyond.

“And this place?”

“This is my private residence. When foreign guests arrive, I always host them here.”

“Normally, wouldn’t the palace provide a guest room for visitors?”

“For most other Kings, yes—their residences are usually in the Capital’s heart. We follow that tradition; the Elf King also resides in the World Tree, but… it isn’t well-suited for diplomatic matters.”

“otot.”

That couldn’t be helped.

Though the World Tree seems harmless on the outside, its interior overflows with Life Force.

The Life Force itself isn’t dangerous, but once it exceeds what a human can withstand, it becomes deadly.

Like a balloon, which bursts if filled with too much air.

Only the Elf King, possessing the power of immortality, could reside within the World Tree itself.

I sat on a sofa that looked perfect for conversation and spoke.

“Let’s skip the pleasantries and get to the point. What is the crisis facing the Elf Kingdom?”

Jilbero took a seat across from me and replied.

“As you already saw, the forest is dying. For now, this is classified information and must not be leaked outside, so I ask for your discretion.”

The fact that he told me so readily meant it was always their intention to bring this up during diplomatic discussions.

“I need specifics.”

“Of course. The reason the forest is dying is not something as simple as disease or magical influence.”

“I thought as much.”

Ellesion Forest can ward off Demons and purify their energy precisely because the roots of the World Tree spread deep throughout the entire Great Forest.

In other words, the dying of Ellesion Forest means something is wrong with the World Tree itself.

And the World Tree is virtually immune to disease and magic.

“But that doesn’t mean the World Tree is invincible.”

“Exactly. The World Tree may be immune to disease and magic, but it is quite vulnerable to external shocks.”

Jilbero calmly agreed with me.

The moment I saw that, I was convinced the World Tree had suffered direct harm.

“Who harmed the World Tree?”

Jilbero let out a deep sigh.

“Well, actually…

“It was the Dragons.”

Just then, with a clatter, the door burst open.

Jilbero instantly rose and bowed respectfully.

“I greet the King.”

Turning my gaze, I saw that the one who entered was a boy of very small stature.


If not for the golden hair falling to his waist and the characteristic green glow in his eyes marking him as an Elf, his appearance could have won affection anywhere.

But since ancient times, beauty itself was one of the most dangerous weapons—so I sensed that the Elf King was far from an ordinary opponent.

“Jilbero, you’ve worked hard defending the Kingdom. I’ll handle our guest from here, so go and rest at the Elders’ Hall.”

“B-but…”

“That wasn’t a request. It’s an order. I’ve told you before—the matters of the World Tree I will handle myself.”

At the Elf King’s sharp gaze, Jilbero paled and let out a sigh.

“Understood. I’ll withdraw to the Elders’ Hall for a while. Please notify me once the diplomacy is over.”

Watching his slumped back as he left, for some reason, a sense of melancholy welled up inside me.

‘Come to think of it, the King just told the Elder to leave the house, didn’t he?’

Even if it was for diplomacy between nations, was this really proper?

Still, what could I do?

When in someone else’s land, you must follow their rules.

Facing the Elf King, I cut straight to the chase.

“You said the Dragons were the problem. What exactly is happening?”

The Elf King gracefully sat on the sofa before me and replied.

“Haven’t you already guessed?”

To anyone else, it might sound like nonsense, but for me, it was answer enough.

“So it really is that Dragon called Thrall inside the World Tree.”

“To be precise, he’s trapped within the World Tree.”

“Trapped?”

“If he weren’t trapped, he would have come out long ago.”

Indeed, even if Thrall was a Dragon incapable of using magic, there was no way the strength of his body alone wouldn’t let him break a tree.

If he had wanted to, he could have burst out at any time—so ‘trapped’ was probably the right word.

“Then we’ll have to get him out.”

As I pictured what lay ahead, the Elf King asked me a question.

“There’s something I’m curious about.”

“What is it?”

“Why did you bother to send the Dragons back? Strictly speaking, this had nothing to do with you from the start.”

I realized that this question was being asked both to me as a person and as a diplomatic envoy of the Kingdom of Lumin.

“There are three reasons. First, profit. Second, mutual cooperation.”

“……Profit, to gain diplomatic advantage. Mutual cooperation, to improve relations with the Kingdom of Lumin, correct?”

He saw through it instantly, a sign of formidable experience.

So this is what it means to age gracefully.

I wonder if I’ll be like that someday.

“Looks like you’re in your teens, but you’re actually thousands of years old, aren’t you?”

“Hmm? What are you talking about all of a sudden?”

“Just having an unattainable dream for a moment. Let’s get back to business.”

“……Right. So, what’s the third reason?”

“Simply put, the Dragons did something wrong.”

The Elf King let out a breath, smiling faintly.

“Hah, haha. ‘They did wrong, so I sent them back.’ For a human, that’s quite the audacious statement.”

“Is it? By human standards, those Dragons weren’t even ten years old. If children misbehave, adults should scold them.”

Whatever struck the Elf King as funny, he kept letting out short laughs.

“Very well. Let’s return to diplomacy. First, regarding the help we received, I intend to send an official gift to the King of Lumin in the near future.”

I blinked and asked,

“I haven’t heard of any royal marriage plans?”

“It isn’t that kind of official gift. But what I give will surely help solve the King of Lumin’s troubles.”

The Elf King’s eyes watched the whole world.

Recalling that, I had a pretty good idea what Deaurus Lumin’s troubles were.

“I suppose you’ll be able to break down the Barrier that’s been blocking the Elf Kingdom’s diplomatic requests.”

“Now that the wall is down, the pent-up waters can finally flow.”

“Like rivers merging into one?”

“No, perhaps it’s more like salmon swimming up a river meeting again in the sea.”

Either way, it was a move to revive diplomatic exchange, so I nodded roughly.

“Now, there’s one thing left—and it’s the most important.”

At that moment, the Elf King fixed me with the same sharp gaze he’d given Elder Jilbero.

A suffocating pressure closed in from all sides, as if even the slightest movement of a finger would be seen by the Elf King before me.

And that intuition was probably very close to the truth.

“Can you get the Dragon out of the World Tree? Without leaving a single scratch on the World Tree?”

But compared to the pressure I’d faced from the Demon King, this was nothing. I answered right away.

“It’s impossible for me.”

“Wouldn’t it be better for both sides if you could? After all, you’re holding the diplomatic advantage—shouldn’t you make full use of it?”

Hearing that from the one who’d be taken advantage of was oddly amusing.

Is this the composure that comes from living thousands of years with immortality?

A truly impressive King.

“That’s true. It’s not that there’s no way—there’s only one.”

The Elf King’s gaze narrowed.

“And what would that be?”

“If the Dragon is trapped, it means the World Tree itself is holding him. So, unless the World Tree willingly releases him, there’s no way to get the Dragon out without hurting the World Tree.”

“If that were possible, I’d have done it myself already. Since the day the Forest started dying, I haven’t been able to communicate with the World Tree.”

“There’s no need to worry about that. I should be able to do it.”

“Oh!”

I’d already done it once before I took down the Demon King in my previous life.

The certainty in my voice left the Elf King looking incredulous.

“You mean to say you can talk with the World Tree?”

“That’s what I said. All I need is for you to grant me permission to enter the heart of the World Tree.”

Strictly speaking, it sounded absurd.

If I hadn’t held the diplomatic advantage, I wouldn’t have even brought it up.

“Impossible.”

“Why?”

I hadn’t expected to be rejected so quickly, and was about to grow sullen when the Elf King corrected himself.

“Don’t misunderstand. Granting permission is easy enough. But, no matter how strong you are—even if you can face Dragons—you can’t withstand the flow of Life Force inside the World Tree. It’s not that you’re weak, it’s a matter of species. Even a Sword Master would struggle to remain sane inside.”

I nodded, already knowing as much.

“It doesn’t matter.”

“……You’re serious.”

The Elf King stood and asked,

“What is your name?”

“Owen. Captain of the Special Task Force of the Kingdom of Lumin.”

“Ellesion, Elf King.”

A perfectly ordinary introduction.

But since very few people ever exchanged names with the Elf King, I knew I had truly earned his favor.

After introducing ourselves, I followed him to the very center of the World Tree.

If I wanted to free the future Dragon King trapped inside, I’d need to meet the World Tree itself and check the situation.

But my questions would have to be precise.

To strike at the heart of the matter, I needed some background information.

“When did the Forest start dying?”

“Not long ago. About two years. Of course, for you humans, that may seem a long time.”

Even so, it wasn’t as long as I’d thought.

But unlike the World Tree, the Great Forest’s problems appeared gradually, so Thrall must have been inside the World Tree for at least two years.

“Do you know anything, Elf King?”

“About what?”

“About why a Dragon would end up inside the World Tree.”

The Elf King scratched his face with a bitter expression.


“I have no idea, either.”

“That’s a problem.”

A Dragon, who should not be able to leave Heavenly Palace, had somehow hidden from the Elf King’s gaze and entered the World Tree.

Even this alone meant something truly extraordinary was at hand.



 
  Chapter 25: Cognitive Dissonance






The World Tree is both the central pillar that supports this world and the source of all life.

If the World Tree falls, life will no longer be conceived in this world, and nothing new will ever be born again.

Within such a World Tree, a dragon has appeared for some unknown reason.

That dragon is now trapped inside the World Tree, and because of it, the World Tree has begun to wither away.

‘From the elves’ perspective, it must have felt like a bolt out of the blue.’

In truth, it wasn’t just a bolt of lightning, but more like a disaster that burned their entire house to the ground.

To all elves, the World Tree is like a mother.

Elves are not born from a mother’s womb in pain like humans; they are conceived at the roots of the World Tree.

They may look like humans and love like humans, but the fruit of that love connects with the roots of the World Tree, and a blossom bearing life blooms.

The World Tree provides nourishment to the seed borne of love.

Thus, the World Tree is nothing less than the first mother who raised the entire Elven Race.

And then, suddenly, some dragon barged right into that womb?

Worse still, because of this dragon, something is going wrong with the World Tree, the forest is dying, and that means the World Tree itself is dying.

And if the World Tree dies, it spells extinction for the elves.

‘But even the Elf King doesn’t seem to grasp the situation.’

Come to think of it, even the Five Little Dragons who came from the Heavenly Palace to search for the Thrall didn’t know how that creature managed to escape the Heavenly Palace.

‘To find the cause, I’ll have to start tracing it from the Heavenly Palace.’

But before that, I need to extract the dragon trapped inside the World Tree.

“This is the entrance to the World Tree.”

“Mmm.”

Following Ellesion’s guidance, I reached the entrance of the World Tree, and my vision began to swim slightly.

No doubt, this sensation would only get worse as I proceeded inside.

“I’m ready.”

“Let’s go.”

When Ellesion placed a hand on the World Tree’s base, the entrance opened like a curtain.

Just enough space was revealed for me to squeeze through, and a staircase appeared leading toward the core of the World Tree.

As I followed Ellesion inside, the distortion in my vision grew even stronger.

‘Don’t close your eyes.’

If I closed my eyes to avoid the dizziness, I would fall asleep instantly and lose consciousness.

To stave off the overwhelming vitality, I used the dagger I had prepared in advance to carve long wounds into my hands and arms.

And whenever I felt myself about to drift off, I drove it deep into my abdomen.

With the Hero’s regeneration and the abundant life force of the World Tree swirling around me, the wounds healed in seconds, so I didn’t hesitate.

The moment a wound healed, I stabbed the same spot again, awakening myself with pain—a cycle of endless stimulation.

“……You’re even tougher than I thought.”

Watching me from behind, Ellesion wore a look of horror.

But for me, that was less important than figuring out what questions I needed to ask the World Tree.

So I ignored his reactions.

How far had we walked in this state?

Soon, Ellesion spoke.

“This is the place where you can commune with the World Tree.”

I raised my head, trying to focus my wavering vision.

It was such a vast space that it was hard to believe we were inside the World Tree.

Then I drew the Holy Sword and set it on the ground.

From here on, I’d have to use my own power to communicate directly with the World Tree.

“I’d like the Elf King to make an Oath.”

“Oath?”

“No matter what I do from here, you must not interfere.”

“That’s a hard promise to make. What if you do something that harms the World Tree?”

“That will not happen. I swear it on my name. And there’s a reason I ask you not to interfere.”

The Elf King looked at me intently, then let out a sigh and nodded.

“Fine. I don’t know what you plan to do, but given the circumstances… Still, know this: if anything seems amiss, I’ll intervene immediately.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

With that, I sat down and calmly closed my eyes.

Though my vision was blocked, the waves of life force swirling around me were unbearably distracting.

To fight off the sleepiness that came crashing in, I stabbed my thigh with my dagger and regained my focus.

‘I didn’t think I’d be doing this again after obtaining the Holy Sword.’

Before I became a Hero.

That is, during the process of tempering my soul in the Holy Sword, I had once communicated with the World Tree.

Unlike other Heroes, I had to do this because I lacked the overwhelming life force needed to forge the Holy Sword.

Because of that, I chose to enter the core of the World Tree to forge my Holy Sword, and the Elf King had reluctantly permitted it.

And during that process, I’d gained the chance to commune with the World Tree.

‘But things are different now.’

Now, instead of lacking life force, I’m overflowing with it.

Because of that, my activity inside the World Tree is clearly limited.

I can’t use the same method I used back when I drew in the World Tree’s full life force to commune.

I slowly reached both hands toward the Holy Sword and envisioned the sun in my heart.

The blazing sun shone even behind my closed eyelids.

“God of the Sun, burn me.”

Whoosh!

At my prayer, divine fire rose from my body as the god’s blessing descended.

Yet, the fire would not ignite the World Tree.

After all, the World Tree is the child of the Creator who made this world.

No parent would harm their own child.

“……So, you’re a Hero contracted with the God of the Sun?”

I thought I heard the Elf King mutter something, but I needed to concentrate, so I let it pass.

My body was engulfed in burning pain.

Sounds from around me faded, and the agony wrapping my body made even opening my mouth difficult.

Yet, this flame, while burning me, did not block the life force of the World Tree from flooding in.

My body burned, healed instantly, and burned again, repeating over and over.


Fighting through the pain that seemed to tear my very mind apart, I finally managed to move my hand and seize a strand of the life force flowing in.

This life force, like a thread, served as a direct channel to the World Tree.

Grasping that strand, I reached for the Holy Sword lying on the ground and drove it through my opposite arm.

With the Holy Sword piercing the floor and my arm, the strand of life force from the World Tree connected deeply into me.

As vitality coursed through my body, I sensed the will of the World Tree.

[Warm……]

Communicating with the World Tree is truly mysterious.

It’s not like hearing a voice in my head, nor does it feel like someone is whispering in my ear.

It’s simply a gentle resonance in my heart that carries meaning—the will of the World Tree itself.

Aside from the Elf King, I alone could hear this voice, and I spoke aloud.

“Does the flame of the father feel warm to you?”

[…]

The will of the World Tree trembled in surprise.

[Can you hear my voice?]

“I hear it well. Very clearly.”

[Hah… Communication with Ellesion is blocked…]

“World Tree, I don’t have much time. Please give me only the information I need, quickly.”

[Very well. If you have come this far, you must have Ellesion’s permission. What is it you wish to know?]

“Why haven’t you expelled the dragon inside your womb? Because of that, the dragons nearly invaded the elves’ homeland.”

The World Tree answered simply.

[The reason is simple. If I expel this dragon, the Heavenly Palace will fall.]

At those words, I immediately realized the Thrall’s appearance inside the World Tree was no accident.

“Who put that dragon inside you?”

The World Tree’s will responded.

[The culprit is in the Heavenly Palace.]

That one sentence was enough.

“World Tree. Let’s make a deal.”

[Deal?]

“Yes. I’ll take the dragon with me. I promise on my honor it won’t separate the dragons and the Heavenly Palace with its own hands. If that promise is broken, do with me as you please. But in return…”

[You want me to expel the dragon myself, correct?]

“That’s right.”

The World Tree fell silent for a moment, saying nothing.

Was there still something troubling it?

I was about to offer reassurance when its will spoke again.

[One more Oath is required.]

“What is it?”

[Convince the dragons. They are on the verge of madness.]

“…What do you mean?”

[I cannot tell you more. But one thing is certain: once the one inside me emerges, nothing will stop the dragons from rampaging.]

Rampaging dragons?

I had no idea what this was all about.

But the World Tree would not say such things lightly, so something serious must be happening at the Heavenly Palace.

‘In any case, I’ll have to go to the Heavenly Palace if I want to resolve all this.’

That seems to be where everything began, so I’ll have to go and find out how this whole mess started.

“I promise. The dragons will not go berserk.”

[…The deal is made.]

Rumble!

As the World Tree’s will resonated, a loud sound erupted from within.

With the sound of bark splitting and cracking, something suddenly fell before me.

With one hand fastened to the Holy Sword, I managed to catch the falling body with my free hand.

My vision was still blurred, but it looked like a boy younger than myself, sleeping peacefully with his eyes closed.

As soon as I saw him, something else occurred to me, and I quickly spoke up.

“While I’m at it, I’d like one more favor.”

[What is it?]

“I want to be able to track the location of the Heavenly Palace. I can’t find it on my own.”

The Heavenly Palace is the dragons’ nest, floating through the skies.

Its location changes every time, so unless you’re a renowned Mage or recognized by a Throne Lord, you can’t even find its location, let alone get there.

As the inside of the World Tree shuddered, my vision cleared and a flood of information appeared before me.

[The Heavenly Palace is currently stationary above Vismark Snow Mountain. It will remain there for the next 300 years, so seek it there.]

“…It’s closer than I thought.”

The northern border of the Ellesion Great Forest.

The highest mountain in the snow-covered range.

There was nothing more to be gained, so I immediately withdrew the Holy Sword and spoke to the Elf King.

“I’m going to pass out now, so I’d appreciate it if you could drag me out.”

“What? H-hey!”

Watching the Elf King’s flustered expression, I passed out with satisfaction.

And when I opened my eyes—

“You’re awake already?”

I turned to the Elf King, who was sitting beside me, and asked quietly.

“How long was I out?”

“Not even ten minutes. You recovered as soon as we left the World Tree.”

“Mm. I couldn’t stay unconscious forever, after all.”

Looking around, I saw we hadn’t even made it home yet.

Turning my head to the side, I saw the boy lying beside me.

Black hair, skin pale as snow.

His slender, fragile appearance made him look more like a beautiful youth than a dragon.

“…Wasn’t he supposed to be unable to use magic?”

Why was there a dragon in human form?

To do that, he’d have to know Polymorph, the transformation magic.

‘Didn’t they say the Betrayer couldn’t use magic?’

So how did he manage it?

From start to finish, something about all this just didn’t add up.

“Mm…”

At that moment, the boy opened his eyes.

Just in case, I quietly prepared myself for combat.

The Storm Dragon King Thrall always looked ready to burn any human he saw to ashes on the spot.

And the moment our eyes met—

“Who… are you, big brother?”

The gentle question, far milder than I’d expected, left me momentarily stunned.

The Thrall I knew was—

‘Filthy humans.

‘There’s not a single thing about you I like. I can’t fathom why anyone would bother to protect such wretched creatures.’

‘Fools. You have no future. Only doom awaits you as salvation!’

‘Die! All of you, die! Hahahahaha!’

“Mmm. Mmm…”


As my expression grew grim, Thrall asked me,

“Um… Did I say something wrong?”

“No, that’s not it. It’s just… my own problem.”

The cognitive dissonance was hitting me too hard—I rubbed my temples.



 
  Chapter 26: The Arrogant Beast






After taking a moment to collect my thoughts and clear away the cognitive dissonance clouding my mind, I turned to Thrall and asked.

“Let’s start with introductions. I’m Owen.”

“……I’m Thrall.”

“Right. Thrall. Nice to meet you.”

When I held out my hand, Thrall’s eyes widened in surprise as he slowly reached out.

“Ah…… Yes.”

And then, obediently, he grasped my hand.

‘……This definitely isn’t the Thrall I knew.’

Long ago, a fool of a commander who was always a headache to our side once tried to persuade Thrall by meeting him face to face.

The result was a bloodbath.

But now, what was this innocent look, awkwardly holding my hand?

This was all so hard to comprehend.

It was just a handshake, but Thrall looked inexplicably happy, rubbing the hand I had touched with a silly smile on his face.

The cognitive dissonance threatened to give me another headache, but I forced myself to bear it and asked.

“Thrall. I want to ask just in case. If you have nowhere else to go, would you come with me?”

“……With you, Owen?”

“Yes. In fact, I came here to get you.”

At that, Thrall looked startled.

“Are you the one the Lord arranged for?”

“……What?”

Now what was he talking about?

I stared at him in surprise, and Thrall gave me a puzzled look.

“Uh, am I wrong? I just had a good feeling, so I figured that must be it.”

If he’s talking about the Lord here, it could only mean the Dragon Lord.

But that guy arranged things?

Arranged what?

“……Thrall. Just to be sure, can you answer me honestly?”

“Ah, yes. If it’s something I can answer.”

“Hmm. Do you remember where you were being held right now?”

“Huh? Was I being held somewhere?”

Well, this is hopeless.

I decided to give up on getting any useful information from Thrall.

But one thing was certain.

‘The World Tree knows the culprit.’

From the moment it pointed to the Heavenly Palace as the culprit’s location, I’d had my suspicions, and now I was nearly convinced.

They must have communicated directly as well.

The World Tree is the Mother of the Earth, and she possesses a clear intellect capable of protecting herself.

There’s no way the World Tree would let a dragon inside her without good reason.

She would know exactly what might happen if she did.

But the fact that it happened anyway meant that the dragon who locked Thrall inside must have gotten the World Tree’s permission.

The World Tree and the dragon are accomplices in this case.

And with that realization, my list of suspects narrowed down to just one.

‘The Dragon Lord.’

He’s one of the few who can communicate with the World Tree, and who can use dimensional magic.

Combine that with what Thrall just said, and the answer’s clear.

At this point, he’s not just a suspect—he’s practically the culprit.

But right now, that wasn’t as important as Thrall.

“I doubt I’m who the Dragon Lord arranged. But since we’ve met like this, I suppose it’s fate.”

“……The Lord always warned me to be most wary of fate.”

That guy always manages to say something perfectly reasonable in the most pointless places.

“If fate offers you a path that benefits you, it’s not something to fear—it’s something to welcome.”

I held my hand out to Thrall.

“And I can protect you.”

“……You’ll protect me?”

“I know your situation. There were young dragons chasing after you.”

Thrall’s face noticeably darkened.

“……So you know what kind of position I’m in, then.”

“Mm.”

Not exactly, but being called a traitor even by the young dragons, I could imagine how the Elder Dragons must treat him.

Which made it all the more confusing.

‘Even if it’s the Lord’s will, protecting a young dragon is supposed to be their duty. Why?’

History books about dragons always describe them as obsessively protective of their young.

Some dragons that left the Heavenly Palace to prevent the world’s destruction stayed by the young dragons’ side, guarding and caring for them twenty-four hours a day.

When I followed Ryuk to the Heavenly Palace, I saw Elder Dragons looking after the young ones with terrifying devotion.

It didn’t matter if they were their own offspring or not.

From a human’s perspective, it was sheer madness.

But now, why was Thrall being treated so differently, even though he was a young dragon too?

Something about the dragons I knew just didn’t add up.

“If you’re not the one the Lord arranged, just leave me alone. You’ll only bring trouble upon yourself by getting involved with someone like me.”

With the hand I’d been holding out, I balled it into a fist and knocked Thrall on the crown of his head.

Smack!

A hard sound rang out like two rocks colliding.

“Why, why did you hit me all of a sudden?!”

Thrall clutched his head and whimpered—it must’ve hurt a lot. I forced down the cognitive dissonance creeping back up.

“A kid like you shouldn’t be worrying about things like that.”

If this Thrall and the one I knew were truly the same person, there must be a reason he ended up so broken.

I had no desire to face that terrifying demon dragon again, so I steeled myself as I spoke.

“In the first place, whether the Lord arranged it or not doesn’t matter to me. I was looking for you anyway.”

“For me? Why?”


“If you need a reason, it’s because protecting you is to my benefit, and I already told the young dragons of the Heavenly Palace I’d bring you to them.”

At my words, Thrall’s eyes grew wide.

“You-you’re really taking me to the Heavenly Palace?”

“Yes. Is there a problem?”

“……Haha.”

Thrall’s expression grew noticeably gloomy.

“No, there’s no problem. Well, I’ve at least had a taste of the outside air, so I guess I can’t ask for more.”

I curled my fist again and rapped him on the head.

“Ouch?! Wh-what was that for this time?”

“You’re not listening. I told you already, protecting you is to my benefit. Why are you whining as if you’re about to die?”

“But you just said you’re taking me to the Heavenly Palace!”

“So?”

“If I go back now, I’ll be executed!”

“Did you think I’d take you back without knowing that?”

Thrall looked at me with dazed eyes.

Seeing that innocent look, I felt ashamed for having been so wary all this time.

‘What am I doing, acting like this in front of a kid.’

I patted and mussed Thrall’s hair as I spoke.

“I intend to get a definite promise from the Lord that you won’t be harmed. If things go on like this, there’ll be a clash with the dragons eventually. Better to get it over with quickly than let things build up.”

Still, Thrall looked worried.

“How’s a lowly human supposed to face all those Elder Dragons? Are you out of your mind?”

“I’ve always been of sound mind.”

Well, sometimes I hear voices and see things, but it doesn’t interfere with daily life, so I’d say I’m fine.

“And that’s not your concern. You should be more worried about learning how to live and adapt outside the Heavenly Palace. Isn’t that so, Elf King?”

The Elf King, who’d been listening quietly beside us, chuckled softly.

“Such worries are meaningless for a being of greatness.”

“Hahaha, greatness, huh? Seems too generous a title for ones who can’t even protect a child.”

As Thrall’s expression grew more and more amusing, I decided to move on.

“Thrall, I’ll soon be leaving for the Heavenly Palace. And there, I’ll get permission from the Lord to take responsibility for you. If things go as planned, you’ll be staying by my side from now on.”

Thrall fell silent, but in his eyes I saw a lingering glimmer of hope.

“Truly…….”

Thrall’s voice trembled.

“You really think you can get me out of there?”

I answered in a deliberately forceful tone.

“Even if you say you don’t want to leave, I’ll take you out anyway.”

Tears welled in Thrall’s eyes, but he quickly wiped them away with his arm and regained his composure.

“Alright. Hell, if I’m going to die either way, I might as well risk it and die trying.”

He seemed to have let his true feelings slip, but I didn’t bother to point it out.

“There’s no other option anyway. I’ll follow you, Owen.”

I grasped the hand Thrall offered me and replied.

“You can look forward to it.”

“Are you really leaving right now?”

“There’s no time to waste.”

As soon as we’d composed ourselves, I left the Elf Kingdom with Thrall, heading for the Heavenly Palace as directed by the World Tree.

Since the Elf King Ellesion himself had come to see us off, all the elves nearby kept their distance, watching from afar.

“So, Whatever you know, you said there’s a high chance the dragons might go berserk. And that you have to persuade them. If they’re still able to communicate, that means we don’t know what might happen if we take too long.”

The problem is, I still have no idea what kind of ‘berserk’ state the World Tree was talking about.

Is it a magical frenzy? A physiological one? Or……something else entirely?

Either way, I just don’t have enough information. In the end, the only way to find out more is to go to the Heavenly Palace myself.

Taking responsibility for Thrall’s safety was almost a bonus at this point.

“Hmm, understood. If there’s another chance, we’ll meet again.”

I nodded in reply.

“As long as we share a common enemy, we’ll meet again soon.”

“……Haha. That’s true.”

The Elf King smiled wryly, catching my meaning, and extended his hand.

“You’ll have to meet the dragons of the Heavenly Palace, so at least let the journey there be a comfortable one. Until you leave the Great Forest, nothing will threaten you.”

“……The Elf King’s blessing, huh? Not bad.”

At least the journey would be peaceful.

The Vismark mountain range is a vast range to the north of the Ellesion Great Forest, known for being snow-covered all year round.

It’s a region where the cold never lets up, so proper winter gear is essential to survive. 

But pressed for time, I didn’t bother packing anything.

“God of the Sun, grant me fire.”

Instead, I made full use of the Sun God’s Blessing.

Thankfully, the gods I contracted with aren’t stingy about letting me use prayers for non-combat purposes.

Of course, it’s not like there’s no price.

Maybe the Sun God got annoyed at me for using his blessing for trivial things; when I asked him to set my sword aflame, he set my hand on fire instead. 

But since staying warm was more important, I just used my hand as kindling.

After seeing that, even the Sun God seemed exasperated, and finally lit my blade as I’d asked.

‘……You really are something else.’

For reference, Thrall says that dragons aren’t affected by the cold.

At times like this, I really cursed the frailty of my human body, but there was nothing to be done, so I let it go.

Soon, my charred hand healed, and before long, the Vismark Snow Mountain loomed before us.

“The Heavenly Palace should be somewhere around there.”

I gazed at the tallest peak in the range.

Thrall followed my gaze and tilted his head.

“I don’t see anything?”

“……I heard you can’t use magic, but can’t you even sense mana?”

“No.”

“……Ah.”

So he’s mana-insensitive.

I’d heard from Ryuk that some people have a rare constitution where they can’t sense mana at all.

But I never expected it to appear in a dragon.

“Well, it doesn’t matter. I can’t see it either.”

“……Huh? Then how are you so sure it’s there?”

“Hmm.”

After spending time with Ryuk, you get a feel for how magic flows and operates just from experience…….

“It’s hard to explain. It’s not a matter of talent or perception—it’s just experience. You have to be able to sense mana for it to make sense, so no matter how many times I explain, you probably won’t get it.”

‘……Tsk. I suppose there’s nothing I can do, then.’

Thrall shrugged.

Still, judging by the stiffness in his movements, he seemed quite tense at the thought of approaching the Heavenly Palace.

I patted his shoulder.

“Stick close to me. I’m about to call the dragons.”

“……Huh? You’re going to call them?”

Nodding at Thrall’s question, I prayed.

“Storm God, lend me your wind.”

The Blessing of the Storm God and a gentle breeze gathered around me.

I took a deep breath and shouted.

“Dragons holed up in the Heavenly Palace!”

Whoosh!

The breeze swirling around me carried my voice across the entire mountain range.

“I’ve got the traitor you’re looking for!”

My voice echoed from every peak.

“I’ve come to negotiate with your Lord, so open the gate while I’m asking nicely!”

It didn’t take long before the sky roared.

[Lowly human, do you have no fear, coming here like this? Leave the traitor behind and begone!]

A telepathy spell, coming from a distance without showing their face.

Even if they can’t leave the Heavenly Palace, this is how they respond?


‘Arrogant beasts. They treat people no differently now than in my past life.’

With a smirk, I replied.

“I warned you, didn’t I?”

A flash of light, and the Holy Sword appeared in my hand.



 
  Chapter 27: The Holy Sword Saves People and Smites Evil






My name is Owen.

But fundamentally, the fact remains that the Holy Sword itself is a “tool for cutting.”

Even the act of slashing someone with the Holy Sword to save them stems from its essence.

So, in truth, the Holy Sword is beneficial to humans and deadly to all demons, but it can also cut through other things just as easily.

In fact, this Holy Sword is the very one that, together with me, sliced through the body of the Demon King.

‘Let’s see just how much the Nest of the Immovable Dragon can withstand.’

If you’re unsure, just try and see.

And, to be honest, I was already a bit pissed off thanks to the nonsense of these dragons, so I figured I might as well blow off some steam while I’m at it.

“O, God of the Sun.”

Blazing solar flames surged into the Holy Sword.

“Moon Goddess.”

A massive chill rose from the moon that appeared behind my shadow, mingling with the sun’s heat and growing ever larger.

“Ugh.”

“Just hold on a little longer.”

Even if it’s a dragon’s body, the heat and cold that are unleashed when the gods’ Blessings are poured out with full intent are not something that can be endured lightly.

Unless you’ve made a pact with the gods and received their protection as I have, just standing nearby would be unbearable.

I raised the now-enlarged Holy Sword upright, offering my final prayer.

“O, Storm God.”

The force of heat and cold merged, following the flow of the storm rising from my hands through the Holy Sword, and soared straight toward the heavens.

“Cut down all that stands in my way.”

The Blessings wrapped around the Holy Sword responded explosively to my prayer, erupting with fierce movement.

The voice that had just told me to stop suddenly rang out in desperation.

[Stop! Hand of the Trinity Gods! Do you intend to break the pact?!]

I answered with a laugh.

“I don’t have any pact with you. Lizard.”

And I brought my sword down.

The barrier of the Heavenly Palace, which had been hidden, shattered under my blade and revealed itself in that instant.

And there, barely blocking my descending sword, the Sacred Dragons appeared.

If I pressed down any further, I might split the entire Heavenly Palace in two, so I slowly withdrew the Blessings, releasing all the power at once.

“We, we can’t stop it…!”

KWAANG!

At the last moment, one of the Sacred Dragons collapsed, having exhausted all its strength, and a huge part of the Heavenly Palace exploded outwards.

I looked at the enormous Floating Island, highest among the Vismark Snow Mountains, and at the plume of dust rising from it, and grinned the brightest smile of my life.

“Ahh, that’s a relief.”

Those arrogant bastards—I’d been itching to teach them a lesson, but after Thrall, Dragon King of Destruction, wiped them all out, my old grudge remained unresolved. 

Now, at last, it felt avenged.

‘In my past life, Ryuk kept stopping me, so I could never let loose.’

Now, with the Great Sage no longer here to restrain my actions, there was no need to hold back.

“All right, let’s go.”

“…If I go in now, I feel like I’m definitely going to get killed.”

As Thrall looked up at me with trembling eyes, I ignored him and gripped his hand tightly.

“You know there’s no point in running now that we’ve come this far, right? As long as you’re alive, those dragons will stop at nothing to catch you. It’s better to settle things here and find some real peace.”

Of course, getting that real peace would require a lot of effort.

But considering the reward of making the future Dragon King of Destruction our ally, it was a small price to pay.

“All right, let’s go.”

With silent acceptance, Thrall let me firmly hold his hand as I strode forward.

The thunderous roars of dragons over the ruined Heavenly Palace passed through one ear and out the other.

‘What the hell?’

Dragged by Owen toward the Heavenly Palace, Thrall’s mind replayed the scene from just moments ago.

That single blow had pierced the massive magic and combined defense of the dragons that had been shielding the Heavenly Palace.

‘I’ve never heard of a human being that strong.’

In dragon society, humans were considered the lowest of all races.

They didn’t live as long as elves, nor were they as skilled as dwarves, and compared to other subraces, their incompetence was legendary.

Some did mention the boundless potential of humans, but he’d never seen one that outstanding.

Even among those called leaders of humans, there were some worse than street urchins from the slums, let alone commoners. 

Disorganized, frail, and the most likely to go extinct—no one would argue otherwise.

A human was dragging him to the Heavenly Palace by the hand.

At least, until he met Owen.

‘…Even though I’m heading into the Heavenly Palace, I feel at ease.’

With that blow a moment ago, Thrall’s fear of being threatened there had completely vanished.

But another worry took its place.

‘Why does this man need me?’

Thrall might be naive, but he wasn’t an idiot.

‘He said it’s to his benefit, but didn’t tell me what that is.’

In other words, there was clearly something he wanted to entrust to Thrall.

‘…Well, there’s nothing I can do about it, even if I think about it now.’

If you can’t avoid it, you might as well enjoy it.

Soon, inside the Heavenly Palace, Thrall felt stinging glares from every direction and looked at Owen, who was still holding his hand.

With sharp eyes scanning the area, Owen spoke.

“Look alive, you bastards. Before I stab you for real.”

Thrall clenched his teeth to hold back a burst of laughter.

As soon as they entered, hostile dragon glares stabbed at them from all sides.

They all looked furious, and seeing those faces made the anger he’d just buried start to flare up again.

‘Are these lunatics for real?’

After just getting stabbed, they still glare with killing intent?

“Look alive, you bastards. Before I stab you for real.”

The largest dragon, who seemed to be the leader, flew toward me.

“What business does the Hand of the Trinity Gods have here?”

“I have no business with you. Call the Throne Lord.”


“You insane human, how dare you!”

The dragon opened its huge mouth to eat me, so I threw the Holy Sword.

“Kuugh?!”

The Holy Sword pierced through the dragon’s jaw and up to its snout, scattering rays of light before vanishing and returning to my hand.

“I know your scales are tough, but don’t think that applies to me. If you slip up, you’ll really die.”

“Y-you lowly human!”

The dragon, jaw and snout pierced, seemed to lose control, gathering immense heat in its open mouth.

Looks like it was about to use its breath, but that was none of my concern, so I just glanced around.

My gaze fell on the one who looked the shadiest.

Unlike the others, that dragon was adept at hiding itself and watching me intently, as if deep in thought.

It was almost as if he was working out some calculation.

“Die!”

The burning breath rushed toward me.

“O, God of the Sun. Please put out the fire.”

And the torrent of breath that was about to engulf me vanished without a trace.

At the same time, every lantern, campfire, and magic lamp that had illuminated the Heavenly Palace lost its light.

That was the side effect of not limiting my request for extinguishing flames.

But since my life wasn’t really in danger, the backlash of fatigue wasn’t too bad.

“W-what is this…”

Ignoring the dragon whose breath I’d just erased, I strode toward the one that felt off.

As I walked confidently, the dragons nearby edged away.

When I locked eyes with the one giving me a bad feeling, another dragon blocked my path.

“We’re not done talking yet, where are you going—kuagh!”

The Holy Sword I threw pierced straight through the dragon’s eye.

Unfortunately for the dragon, being a non-human, the Holy Sword’s healing didn’t apply.

“Hmph, that’s strange. After all this chaos, the Throne Lord should be raging and rushing out, so why is there still no sign?”

I left the dragon with the pierced eye writhing in pain and looked at the silent one.

“Don’t you know anything?”

“I…”

“…The Throne Lord can’t come out because of certain circumstances.”

“Circumstances? What circumstances?”

“There’s no reason to tell the likes of you that.”

“Is that so? Then you’re the representative.”

I raised Thrall’s arm.

“This one is mine from now on. None of you may lay a finger on him. If you do, consider yourselves at war with me.”

“…Are you insane?”

The ominous dragon looked incredulous.

“That one is an embarrassment to us dragons, unable to use magic. And the Throne Lord’s foresight has already confirmed he’ll betray us. We can’t leave such a dangerous element unchecked.”

‘Not just a traitor, but a confirmed traitor?’

That made no sense, but it didn’t matter much, so I let it pass.

“Unfortunately, I didn’t come here to talk. I came to notify you.”

I summoned the Holy Sword back to my hand and stabbed it into the ground before me.

“You lot claim to act to protect the world. But that doesn’t justify your arrogance and foul tempers.”

Most dragons are hot-tempered and have nasty personalities.

But what’s worse is that some of them, despite those nasty tempers, are logical.

Which means they always think they’re right and everyone else is wrong.

And they’ve lived that way for hundreds or thousands of years, so it’s not a trait that’s ever going to change.

“There’s no reason to listen to the opinions of lowly races. We are fundamentally different from you.”

“Exactly. Which is why I don’t care about your situation. I never expected to have a real conversation with you from the start.”

“And you think you can leave this place alive after saying that?”

I know where that confidence comes from.

Hand of the Trinity Gods.

Because of the meaning behind the words these dragons used when they looked at me.

But unfortunately, I’m not the Hand of the Trinity Gods.

“Didn’t you listen to what I said earlier?”

“What do you mean…”

I pulled the Holy Sword from the ground and hurled it at the dragon’s abdomen as it began to speak.

The moment it touched the dragon’s body, it left a huge hole.

The thrown Holy Sword pierced through scale and flesh and embedded itself in the rock on the other side.

“Kuheuk.”

“…Centra!”

The dragon coughed up a mouthful of blood, and the dragons around him quickly grew agitated.

“H-how…? The Hand of the Trinity Gods shouldn’t be able to kill us…”

“I’m pretty sure I told you already.”

I’m not the Hand of the Trinity Gods.

“The contract you mentioned has nothing to do with me.”


So the contract between the gods and the dragons has nothing to do with me.

“My name is Owen. A Hero. The lowly human you speak of. So you can kill me any time you want.”

With a wave of my hand, the Holy Sword shimmered and appeared again.

“And I can do the same to you.”



 
  Chapter 28: The Ideology of the Dragons






This time, while confronting the dragons, there were two strange points.

One was that the dragons openly turned away a guest who had come to see the Throne Lord, simply because the Lord wasn’t present.

And when they said that I should hear what was meant for the Lord, they just accepted it without objection, as if it were nothing unusual.

If you consider the tempers of dragons, it’s easy enough to accept that they’d refuse visitors to the Heavenly Palace, but once the Lord was mentioned, they should at least have checked.

If you let information meant for the Dragon Lord slip by carelessly, who knows what that Lord might do to you in retaliation.

Based on this, if someone said I should hear something meant for the Lord, normally they’d either shut their mouths or change the subject, telling me not to speak nonsense.

After all, from the dragons’ perspective, it was common sense that only the Lord should hear such things.

‘But they’re not even following something that basic? And no one pointed it out?’

Are these really the dragons I knew?

No, come to think of it, if the dragons were like this, why were they perfectly normal when I met them in the future?

‘…Wait a minute.’

Now that I think about it, why am I so sure these dragons are normal?

Come to think of it, I’d never actually had many conversations with dragons.

Whenever negotiations or dialogue were needed, Ryuk always handled it like a ghost.

…

‘…No way. Did that bastard Ryuk do this?’

Did he keep me from talking to the dragons every time things might have gone wrong, knowing I’d raise hell if things went off track?

“W-wait a minute!”

As I was getting a bit serious, a familiar voice suddenly rang out.

Not just the dragons, but I, too, turned my gaze toward it.

One of the young dragons I’d seen recently was flying toward us.

“Stop fighting! It’s the Lord’s command!”

“……”

“…What?”

At that moment, the dragon whose abdomen had been pierced, along with the others nearby, showed clear agitation in their eyes.

It wasn’t just surprise that the Lord had intervened directly.

It was more like a look of disbelief, as if they couldn’t accept reality.

‘Suspicious.’

There’s no reason dragons should make that face. Why?

But more important than my suspicions was that a dragon who seemed capable of communication had appeared, so I sheathed the Holy Sword and gripped Thrall’s hand even tighter.

“Lead the way. I’ll follow.”

Leaving the silent dragons behind, I followed the young dragon into the depths of the Heavenly Palace.

How far had we gone, following the young one?

Deep in the central cavern of the Heavenly Palace, countless magical barriers blocked our way.

I was considering whether I should just smash them all with the Holy Sword when the young dragon shouted,

“Lord! I have brought the human you spoke of!”

At that moment, all the magical barriers in front of me vanished.

A thunderous voice echoed from within, enough to make my whole body tremble.

“Enter.”

The young dragon stepped aside and said,

“Please, go in.”

“…Aren’t you coming?”

“The Lord called for only you two.”

“…I see.”

I kept hold of Thrall’s hand, the Holy Sword in my other, and slowly entered.

A space far larger than what I’d seen from outside came into view.

It seemed some sort of spatial magic had been used; and, being the dragon with the greatest mana capacity, it was no surprise that it was nearly as vast as a plain.

And at the center of that plain sat an enormous Old Dragon, gazing at me with unfocused ashen eyes.

“A strange energy you carry. Strong, too.”

“…Can’t see, can you?”

How odd.

Something about this Dragon Lord was different from the one I knew.

As I tilted my head in puzzlement, the ashen eyes of the Lord gained the vitality I remembered.

“Do not worry. I simply keep them closed most of the time.”

‘…Why do something so troublesome?’

“It helps with foresight.”

The dragon’s soft growl rumbled faintly.

Even that was enough to send tremors through the ground.

The Lord’s gigantic head moved in to fill my whole view.

“I understand you have business with me. State your purpose.”

Without hesitation, I glanced at Thrall beside me and spoke.

“I will be taking this one with me. It’s better than letting him be ostracized as a traitor among the dragons. Still, if the others use that as an excuse to make trouble, just thinking about it exhausts me. I would appreciate it if you could issue a proclamation, Lord.”

“Hm, I understand your request.”

The Lord’s head slowly lowered to the ground.

His massive eyes met mine directly.

“But as I am now, I cannot control the dragons.”

“…What?”

Wait, what on earth is this?

The Lord… the ruler of dragons says he cannot control the dragons?

“This may take some time to explain… will you hear it?”

I shook my head. I’ve always had a rash when people talk too long.

“Make it brief.”

“So be it.”

The Lord nodded and began without delay.

“At the moment the world was created, we dragons were confined here in the Heavenly Palace. The Supreme Deities who created this world made us too perfect.”

…If only I didn’t have to hear their trademark arrogance right from the start.

The Lord’s demeanor was serious, so I couldn’t object.

“But, perfect as we were, we had to fulfill the duty set by the Supreme Deities when we were far too young, and so our self-esteem hit rock bottom.”

“Wait, wait.”


It was going well, then suddenly went off-track, so I asked,

“Your self-esteem hit bottom because you had to fulfill a duty set by the Supreme Deities? What does that mean?”

The Lord replied casually.

“Have humans ever told a newborn baby, not even a day old, to guard the house, and then never returned?”

The content, however, was anything but light.

“That was the environment the first dragons faced. Born solely to carry out the command to guard the house, without learning anything else, permitted only to wield strength, and not allowed anything else—a perfectly isolated environment.”

“……”

“Even the Heavenly Palace is focused solely on the survival of dragons. We have no need to learn to hunt, no need to build shelter, and are born having already mastered all magic, with nothing left to achieve on our own.”

With his eyes closed, the Lord asked,

“And that baby, less than a day old, had to fight invaders that attacked the world the very next day.”

“…What?”

What kind of nonsense is that?

You’re saying that barely a day after being born, they had to fight those who invaded the world?

“What was the result?”

“We lost.”

“…Hah…”

Honestly, that’s no surprise.

No matter how perfect, how could newborn dragons, not even aware of themselves, stop monsters invading the world?

It’s like expecting a baby to fend off a burglar just because he’s told to guard the house.

But… if the dragons lost then, how is this world still standing?

“The Supreme Deities themselves drove out the invaders. In our own recorded history, they say the Supreme Deities sacrificed considerable power back then.”

“…”

“The dragons were shocked. To have to rely on the Supreme Deities’ help for something we should have done ourselves—this was a deep wound for those who prided themselves on their perfection. And it was our first failure.”

I frowned.

“Was there ever a time you actually succeeded?”

“If we have everything from birth and still fail, isn’t that even stranger?”

“…”

By human standards, maybe not—but dragons’ standards are different, so I held my tongue.

Especially since the Lord’s reference point was the mindset of baby dragons, not ancient thousand-year-old elders.

“…Well, at least I understand now why dragons had such low self-esteem.”

Dragons who were supposed to succeed at everything experienced failure at birth, and the shock ruined their self-worth.

If the Supreme Deities who created them had treated them like parents, perhaps things would have been different.

But they simply created the dragons and left them, so naturally, there was no care for the dragons’ mental health.

The first dragons, in the chaotic early days of the world, were proud and arrogant guardians—but at the same time, they were nothing but self-conscious infants forced to hide their weakness.

The Lord’s gaze turned bitter.

After that, the dragons, to protect their own self-esteem, developed a single ideology to govern all of dragonkind.

“…An ideology?”

Somehow, this felt ominous.

When arrogant fools who believe the world revolves around them start talking ideology, ridiculous logic is never far behind.

It was something Ryuk always warned about, and despised.

“We call it the Perfectionism and Unity Ideology.”

“…What does it entail?”

“We are born perfect, so for the prosperity of our race, anything imperfect must be eliminated. We must unite all dragons as one, and as guardians of the world, eradicate every outside threat without exception.”

“…”

On the surface, it sounded entirely wholesome.

But this logic was riddled with flaws from the outset.

Thrall standing beside me was proof of that.

A young dragon born unable to use magic, branded a traitor by his entire race.

And… it was the Dragon Lord’s own foresight that had branded him as a traitor.

The Lord gave a satisfied smile.

“Hoho, I see from your face that you’ve already found the problem. This will make things easier.”

“…Continue, I need to judge for myself.”

“Yes, of course. Anyway, thanks to the Unity Ideology, the dragons gained courage. Even though it was shaky at first, we fulfilled the Contract of Genesis made with the Supreme Deities and succeeded in defending the world several times. But…”

The Lord’s expression noticeably darkened.

“…The threats that appeared far exceeded our power. They were too great for us to handle alone.”

“…The Demon King.”

“That is what humanity calls it, so they do not lose courage.”

“True. But its real identity is… the Demon God is a far more fitting title. I see you know more than I expected.”

“…”

Just remembering that nightmare again, the Lord quietly continued.

“An outside threat we could not face. Yet the ideology that brought us here demanded perfect dragons unite as one. In the end, dragons realized there was a flaw in our own logic and ideology.”

“Then you should correct it, shouldn’t you?”

The Lord gave a hollow laugh in reply.

“If we could correct it, wouldn’t I be in control of the dragons right now?”

“…Don’t tell me.”

The dragons had chosen comfort. For so long, they’d soothed themselves, thinking of themselves as near-perfect beings. To admit now that they weren’t perfect would destroy all the self-worth they’d built up as the world’s guardians. They could not bear it.

“One truth that applies to all races is that an ideology built for oneself is like a drug.”

Once it has sunk into your body and soul, the withdrawal when it’s gone is unimaginable.

When your entire world is denied, it doesn’t just bring depression—it can even lead to suicidal urges.

“We dragons live lives almost infinite in length. Even I myself have lived tens of thousands of years.”

“…”

“The others may not be as old as I am, but they have lived for thousands of years. The poison of the Unity Ideology, accumulated over that time, is not easily removed.”

“Hoo…”

The World Tree warned me to prepare for the dragons’ rampage.

‘Who would have thought it meant an ideological rampage?’

If the dragons discover Thrall is acting outside, what will happen?

I’m sure they’ll do whatever it takes to bypass the Contract of Genesis and stir up all sorts of trouble.

After all, Thrall, even if he’s branded a traitor, is still a dragon, and the young dragons who attacked the Elf Kingdom were dragons too.

So, not just young ones, but even elders might try to come out by circumventing the rules.

I took a steady breath, considered a few side effects that might arise from the Unity Ideology, and quietly asked,

“Lord, I’d like you to tell me everything you know about the ‘poison’ of the Unity Ideology.”

“And why is that?”

“Are you going to try to back out now?”

I had clearly stated my intent to take Thrall.

And the Lord said he could not control the dragons.

“Isn’t what you want to say that, unless the issue of the Unity Ideology is resolved, you cannot grant my request?”

That meant, if I could enable the Lord to control the dragons, there’d be no obstacle to me taking Thrall.

‘That must be how Ryuk got close to the Lord, too.’

When I met Ryuk again in my previous life, he was already friendly with the Lord.

Considering his alienation from the dragons, he must have resolved this incident himself at the time.

But he was destroyed by the Dragon King of Destruction.

In that case, there’s only one conclusion.

By the time the dragons’ ideology lost its poison, Thrall was already preparing to become the Dragon King of Destruction.

But…

‘That’s not the case now.’

I looked at Thrall, whose hand I was still holding tight, and said,

“I will take this child with me, and I won’t let anyone get in the way.”

“…So you will.”

The Lord nodded, and projected the ‘poison’ of the Unity Ideology before me in a magical vision.

[Move faster! Faster!]

[At this rate, you’ll never become a perfect dragon. Once more!]

[M-master, I can’t… I’m running out of mana…]

[Tsk, take him to the Correction Room. Keep shocking his Dragon Heart—his survival instinct will make his mana grow.]

I watched the dragons in the vision and the young one whose face I recognized, and asked,

“What is this?”

The Lord replied,

“The Training Room for Perfect Dragons.”

Looked more like a torture chamber to me.

“I’ve seen that young one before. Why is he in there?”


“He failed to cast Nine-Tier Magic when facing you. Since it was a spell that should never be failed, it was judged he needed correction to become perfect.”

Watching that scene, I answered calmly.

“What a mess. These insane beasts…”

For a moment, I thought perhaps the Dragon King of Destruction wiping them out was for the best.



 
  Chapter 29: The Lizard Commanders






As I was grinding my teeth, the Throne Lord asked me quietly.

“Can you handle it?”

I calmed the boiling rage inside me.

After all, this isn’t even really my problem—there’s no reason to get this angry.

‘But then, there’s no reason not to be angry either.’

If they were doing this to an Elder Dragon, I might understand, but all the ones who came to face me were just kids.

In human terms, they’re like children barely in their early to mid-teens at best.

Since dragons live almost endlessly, their mental growth is far slower than other races.

And yet, they’re putting even these kids through such torturous training methods?

It’s like handing a ten-year-old a steel sword and having a drill instructor go all out in a real duel… No, it’s even worse than that.

‘You’re trying to expand their mana channels by shocking the Dragon Heart?’

Without that, dragons die.

For them, it’s basically the same as a human heart.

Even taking that into account, the methods are the problem.

Making them take hits to toughen them up, or deliberately devastating part of the kingdom’s territory just to raise Magic Resistance—it’s the same as being hit point-blank by a known Seven-Tier Magic spell.

Even the Kingdom of Lumin, famed as a nation of knights, wouldn’t commit such child abuse.

I bet there’s more poison than just this, but I don’t even need to look.

“Can I handle it my own way?”

“It doesn’t matter.”

At the Throne Lord’s immediate answer, I nodded.

“Don’t forget you said that.”

At the same time, I bent down to meet Thrall’s eyes.

“Stay here for a while. I’ll be back soon.”

“…Before you go, may I ask you something?”

“What is it?”

“Why do you go this far for me?”

He’d brought this up once before, so I asked again.

“Why are you asking what you already know?”

“Even if it benefits you, you never explained what benefit it actually is.”

“Hmm.”

Admittedly, I haven’t really told him properly.

But how am I supposed to say, ‘In my previous life, you became the Dragon King of Destruction, so I’m trying to stop you from destroying Dragonkind’?

“To be blunt, I need your strength.”

“…What?”

“Hoho.”

The Throne Lord, listening beside us, let out a meaningful sound.

I ignored the dragon’s snort and continued.

“What I’ll be facing from now on… is something I can’t defeat on my own. I need people with the power and potential to stand by my side.”

Thrall asked again, his eyes trembling.

“But… I can’t use magic at all?”

“That’s to be expected.”

Magic is impossible to use for someone with Mana Insensitivity.

But… the Dragon King of Destruction used magic.

It wasn’t proper magic like the other dragons, but it was magic all the same.

I know why, so I patted Thrall’s shoulder and replied.

“I’ll tell you the answer when I get back. So… wait quietly. Understand?”

Thrall looked at me with quivering eyes, then nodded as if mesmerized.

After ruffling his hair a few times, I steeled my expression and looked at the Throne Lord.

“And yet, you did that to such an innocent kid.”

“What do you mean?”

Tsk. Playing dumb? Not something you should do in front of a Hero.

I clicked my tongue and turned away from the familiar stench coming from the Throne Lord.

“We’ll need a private talk later, just between the two of us.”

The Throne Lord gave a meaningful smile.

“If you grant my wish, then by all means.”

In the end, the explanation the Throne Lord just gave more or less revealed the roots of the Perfectionism and Unity Ideology.

‘The Unity Ideology probably started with the very first dragon Throne Lord.’

From the moment this world was created and dragons were trapped in the Heavenly Palace, they would have needed a leader.

Especially when their self-esteem was low, they must have hoped for someone to lead them.

Dragons naturally worship strength, so the strongest dragon at the time would have become the first Throne Lord.

What would be the first thing the ruler would do?

First, boost the confidence of dragons with low self-esteem, making them strong enough to defend themselves.

That’s likely the origin of the Unity Ideology.

As generations passed, this ideology spread throughout dragon society, eventually forming its own order.

“Just as I thought.”

I left the Throne Lord’s plains and took in the atmosphere of the Heavenly Palace.

Dragons’ presence is so overwhelming you can sense it just by looking, making the inner workings of the Heavenly Palace plain to see.

‘They’re all watching each other.’

I used to wonder why there would be traitors among them.

Now I was certain.

The Throne Lord’s actions were surely a problem, but the deepest root was the ideology permeating their entire society.

‘A dragon that does not maintain perfection is not a dragon.’

Therefore, they’re a traitor.

Anyone who tries to mar that perfection is also not a dragon, thus also a traitor.

Gatherings that seek to mar the ideology, or private, unreported gatherings are also like gatherings of traitors and should be excluded.

The fact that not a single dragon is gathered together or flying in the skies anywhere in this vast Heavenly Palace is proof enough.

‘Ha, really.’

Imagine if these guys ever left the Heavenly Palace and spread their ideology.

Society would turn into one where everyone watches everyone else, and the many are sacrificed for the greater good.


Those who die will be buried without a voice, and so-called eternal peace would be built atop piles of bloody corpses.

For dragons, their numbers are stable and they never starve thanks to endlessly multiplying food in the Heavenly Palace, so this works. 

But if humans tried to imitate this, they’d be destroyed by the Demon Army in a flash—or worse, self-destruct through internal conflict.

It’s that radical and self-destructive an ideology.

No wonder. It’s a philosophy that excludes anyone but themselves.

Now I finally understood where dragons’ arrogance came from.

‘So what should I do?’

For a moment, I wondered what Ryuk would have done.

But I gave up right away, thinking he would have done something I can’t even imagine.

Still, I knew the reason Ryuk, the Great Sage, could act so boldly.

It’s because he could overwhelm dragons with magic alone.

‘And I can do something similar.’

That being the case, it’s right for me to use my own way.

I don’t even know what the Great Sage’s way is, I don’t have time to figure it out, and even if I did, I couldn’t copy it.

“Whew, this is turning out to be way more work than I thought.”

Leaving the Throne Lord’s territory, I headed toward the outer edge of the Heavenly Palace.

As I moved, all the dragons’ gazes followed me.

I let it be—after all, that was my intention.

Finally, standing at the edge of the Heavenly Palace, I turned around.

“You can all hear me anyway, so I don’t think I need to use any divine blessing for this. My dear lizard friends.”

No reaction at all.

I didn’t care, and continued.

“Long ago, the first Throne Lord called you all perfect. I guess you took comfort in that and thought you were the best in the world. And, in fact, you are strong enough for that. There’s not a single human kingdom that could handle you all at once. That, I can guarantee for sure.”

Dragons are strong.

No one could deny that.

They’ve saved the world countless times, and every race living under this sky owes them a debt.

“But there’s one huge mistake you’re making. It’s about that word, ‘perfection.'”

The word perfection ensures certain quality.

But being obsessed with perfection leads to the worst outcome, without ever considering quality.

That’s the state the dragons are in now.

“Do you all really think you’re perfect? Sorry, but I don’t. If you were truly perfect, as guardians of this world, you should have prevented the emergence of a Demon King in the first place. At the very least, you should have made sure there were no monsters or Demon Army invading the world you protect.”

At that moment, a grand voice boomed from the sky.

“What nonsense you speak.”

A giant dragon appeared in the air and landed in front of me.

The ground trembled under the weight.

“And what does a mere human know to lecture us about our ideology?”

“What’s your name?”

“Tutoora.”

“Alright. Our lizard Tutoora. Tutoora ma’am? Ah, I don’t know, whatever you prefer.”

“It’s Miss Tutoora. And I am a dragon. Call me a lizard again, and I’ll roast you on the spot.”

Ah, so she’s female.

“Good. Our Miss Tutoora, well said. Are you curious if you can roast me or not? Of course, you should be able to. But if you can’t, what happens then… hmm, I have no idea. I have no intention of taking responsibility. That’s fine with you, right?”

“You wretched human!”

A massive breath attack shot toward me in an instant.

She must have been ready to unleash it from the start.

I immediately summoned the Holy Sword and slashed the breath horizontally.

Clang!

“Kh?!”

Following the Holy Sword’s trajectory, the breath was split, cutting Tutoora’s mouth.

“Well, you failed. You couldn’t roast me, so you’re not perfect. Admit it?”

“Y-You damned human!”

Even after that blow, she’s still not coming to her senses.

Looks like this Unity Ideology is engraved deep into their bones.

The more they deny reality and thrash around, the more damage they’ll take.

Just as she looked ready to unleash another breath, large magic circles began to form around Tutoora.

Since this is the outskirts of the Heavenly Palace, she must be planning to use full-scale Nine-Tier Magic without causing too much collateral damage.

It’s far more lethal and faster than what those young dragons tried, and the mana gathering in the circles is on another level.

Some of the mountains behind me might be erased for real.

“A dragon who claims to protect the world is about to destroy nature. Not perfect.”

I swung the Holy Sword and severed the gathering mana.

“…What?!”

With the mana cut, the forming magic circles were sliced apart.

“Khak!”

Tutoora coughed up blood from the backlash of the failed magic.

That’s the recoil from forcibly breaking a Nine-Tier Magic spell.

The amount of mana gathered was incomparably greater than what the young dragons mustered, so the recoil is also in a different league.

Looking at Tutoora, now pale and trembling on her knees, I quietly clicked my tongue.

“Tsk, a so-called perfect dragon, on her knees. What a sight. Don’t you think so, my lizard friends?”


In the cold silence, a sharp murderous intent shot my way.

Ha, even after all this, their tempers aren’t cooling.

‘So many beasts in this world.’

To think these are supposed to be the world’s guardians—it’s utterly ridiculous.



 
  Chapter 30: The Price of Greatness






Dragons descended around Tutoora.

She was mixed in among the dragons who had been watching the fight, and from the bloodlust they sent her way, it was highly likely they were of the same kind as Tutoora.

“Are you the next opponents?”

“How dare a mere human try to judge our Perfection. You must have a death wish.”

“Even if you faced the Lord, don’t think we’ll recognize you.”

As soon as I heard the way they spoke, I gave up on exchanging pleasantries.

“Haa~ Seriously. Not even a step off from what I expected.”

Then, with a deep sigh for all to hear,

“Hey, could you at least try to understand how I feel listening to such predictable lines? Hm? Realizing dragons are this stupid makes me wish this was just a play. Ryuk once said most dragons must’ve aged through their rear ends. I can finally understand why he said that, and it hurts.”

“Shut up!”

“I’ll tear you to shreds!”

Two dragons rushed in from both sides, swinging their claws.

If magic doesn’t work, they must be planning to try a physical fight.

Dodging their claws, I glanced at the tails sweeping in from the front and let out a hollow laugh.

“A melee, huh. Throwing away the advantage of magic. Is that the ‘Perfection’ you boast about?”

I swung the Holy Sword and sliced about half of the dragons’ tails.

If I severed them completely, they’d lose their balance and have to fight while falling, which might crush their fighting spirit.

That would’ve made things simple, but unfortunately, my plans didn’t include these guys losing their will to fight.

“Heal.”

“Tch, Heal.”

“Why do you chant? Why open your mouth? Why not use Incantationless Casting? I know someone who’s great at it, you know?”

“If I don’t chant, the power is weak…”

“Why not figure out how to use Incantationless Casting at full power? You call yourselves dragons? Even say the word Perfection?”

Grinding its teeth, the dragon let out a screech and lunged at me.

“Please, just shut up!”

“Why should I?”

As the dragon came flying with all its might, I aimed the Holy Sword at its head.

Maybe because it already had its tail sliced once, it twisted its neck at the last second to dodge and instead struck me with its wings, sending me flying.

Falling beneath the Heavenly Palace, I stepped on a passing Manabeast and leapt up again.

Watching the crushed hawk fall, I shouted at the dragon.

“Thanks to you, an innocent life just died! You still call yourselves perfect?”

“That’s because of you!”

“Blaming others. How typical.”

That’s a phrase often uttered by those who delude themselves as perfect.

Feigning to correct their delusions, I swung the Holy Sword.

“So typical it makes me not want to talk. Can you please shut your mouths? Talking to you is lowering my mental age.”

A dragon retreated, dodging the Holy Sword, and tried casting magic again.

Unlike Ryuk, whose magic couldn’t be cut, I sliced through the magic and kicked the dragon in the gut.

Puh-ung!

The destructive force that erupted from my young body sent the dragon flying, coughing up blood and saliva.

“You lowly human!”

In the meantime, the dragon whose tail had fully healed charged at me.

This time, it swung its tail, reinforced by a magic circle, so I asked incredulously,

“Even if you strengthen it with magic, you’re trying a trick that already failed? Can’t you even sense the difference in ability? You still call yourselves dragons?”

This time, I cut even deeper.

At the same time, all the strengthening spells wrapped around its tail were severed by the Holy Sword’s power.

“Grrk!”

Deciding its tail was useless, it swung its forepaw instead.

As razor-sharp claws came down to strike me, I thrust out the Holy Sword and withdrew my body at the last moment.

“Hoo, without the Holy Sword, you’re nothing but an ordinary warrior…!”

The dragon, driving the Holy Sword into its own hand, shouted fiercely and thrust its other forepaw at me as I floated in the air.

Mana flows within a dragon’s body, and both the summoning and recall of the Holy Sword depend on the power of mana.

In other words, by stabbing the Holy Sword into its own body, the dragon had taken it from me.

But…

“You think the only reason I can threaten you is because of the Holy Sword?”

The sad part is, this dragon is seriously misjudging my abilities.

The Holy Sword is half my soul and part of my strength, but I haven’t solved everything with it alone.

Dodging the swinging forepaw lightly, I leapt straight toward the dragon’s face.

“You slippery…!”

“Bite down, lizard.”

Clenching my fist, I slammed an uppercut into the dragon’s jaw.

“Guh!”

After the uppercut, I landed and planted a high kick in the hind leg it was using for support.

“Grraah?!”

As the dragon toppled backward, I leapt atop it and stomped hard on its neck.

Kwaang!

“Kuhek!”

“You don’t even know where I’ve been.”

I stomped on its neck.

Kwaang!

“Kulok!”

“You don’t even know what I’ve done.”

I stomped on its neck.

Kwaang!

“Ugh!”

“With what confidence do you blabber about Perfection?”

I stomped on its neck.

Each time my foot landed, the entire Heavenly Palace shook with the impact.

The shock cracked the ground and made it tremble as if an earthquake had struck.


If I stomped any harder, I could break the dragon’s neck, but I held back.

After all, killing them isn’t my goal.

“Grrrr! You lowly human!”

Thud!

At that moment, my foot, which was about to stomp the dragon’s neck again, struck the ground instead.

The dragon’s body was suddenly enveloped in light, transforming into a robust adult man.

The only difference from a real human was the reptilian sharpness in his pupils.

Even in human form, he rubbed his neck as if it still stung, then rushed at me, swinging his fist.

I dodged the lightning-fast punch and retorted,

“Why are you fighting me in the lowly form of a human? Is that your idea of Perfection?”

“Shut your mouth!”

“Is that all you can say? ‘Shut up’? You’ve lived longer than me, yet your vocabulary is like that of a ten-year-old.”

“Kraaa!”

He’s more hot-blooded than I expected.

I don’t even know his name, and frankly, I doubt I need to. But I have a baseless hunch he’s even worse than the other dragons.

While I played along and stalled for time, the dragon that had fallen coughing blood regained his senses and prepared to use Breath.

“Take this!”

Kwaang!

A torrent of Breath came rushing toward me.

The hot-blooded dragon I had been brawling with quickly retreated, flashing a victorious grin.

I considered summoning the Holy Sword, but after transforming into human form, the hot-blooded dragon had set up a Mana Barrier, preventing me from doing so.

“You’re at least using your head.”

As it stands, I don’t have the sword to cut through Breath.

“So you wanted to prove that the ‘Perfect’ dragons can become stronger by working together?”

With deliberate mockery, I charged straight at the Breath.

Just before collision, I ducked into a sliding dodge, then leapt up to the face of the dragon who’d unleashed the Breath.

“?!”

The dragon’s face twisted in shock.

Of course it did.

To them, my movements must’ve seemed like a flash, happening in the blink of an eye.

To be clear, I hadn’t used the Holy Sword, nor any divine blessings or prayers.

To fight a Demon King, this level of movement is just the basic requirement.

Otherwise, you’d be dead in an instant.

“So what if you work together? If you can’t even figure out how to deal with me?”

Puh-ung!

I smashed my fist into the face of the dragon firing Breath.

As soon as I touched ground, I leapt up, grabbed the falling dragon’s face, and slammed it into the ground.

“Gwaaaah!”

The dragon in human form charged at me, eyes rolled back in fury.

Their persistence is admirable, but watching them lose their minds because their so-called Perfection is being denied only made me more convinced they were hopeless.

Brushing aside the less-organized, weaker punch than before, I stabbed at the neck of the charging dragon.

Even transformed, a dragon’s exoskeleton is so tough that even a vital strike usually doesn’t do much.

But my stab was sharper than they expected.

“Kegh!”

As the dragon staggered backward clutching his neck, I kicked his shin, snapping the bone and spinning his body 180 degrees in the air.

I grabbed his other leg and smashed it, breaking the bone.

After making both legs unusable, I threw him to the ground.

“Cough! Cough, kuhak.”

Leaving the dying dragons behind, I turned again toward the Heavenly Palace, waving my hand.

The Mana Barrier blocking the Holy Sword’s summoning must have faded, because the dazzling blade tore through space into my grip.

“Those two aren’t perfect. What kind of dragon can’t handle a single human? Isn’t that your logic?”

“…”

“So what now? Those dragons—do you execute them as traitors for being imperfect? Or… put them in the training room? If magic doesn’t work, you try a brawl, and if even Breath fails, then an imperfect dragon must die. Isn’t that right?”

“Damn it, who am I even talking to? Why is no one answering? Are you dragons or mutes, huh?”

With their silence, I felt myself losing my composure.

It was as if they were testing my patience.

Fine, let’s see this through to the end.

“Fine. Since you refuse to admit it, let me declare this. You can become perfect.”

At that moment, the mood among the dragons shifted.

‘…What is he talking about?’

“It’s simple. You are not perfect yet. You are not True Dragons. But you still have a chance to become Perfect dragons.”

An ordinary human who’d just beaten them to a pulp was now saying he’d make them perfect dragons.

Instinctively, dragons are drawn to follow those with greater power than themselves, so my words caught their attention.

“The method is simple.”

I stretched both arms wide.

A posture of relaxed vigilance, almost embracing.

Like the depiction of a deity in the sacred texts of a holy nation: ‘I shall lead you.’

“You simply do to yourselves what you already do to young dragons.”

“What does that…”

“Get beaten up to build endurance. Take on ultimate magic to build resistance.”


…

As the atmosphere chilled, I smiled brightly.

“Don’t worry. I won’t let you die so easily.”

Of course, I never said you wouldn’t die at all.



 
  Chapter 31: Drastic Measure






One of the Dragons shouted.

“We’re already perfect, so we don’t need that kind of—… Gwahk!”

The bold cry soon turned into the squeal of a slaughtered pig.

“If you were perfect, you wouldn’t be making those sounds after just getting hit like this.”

Bang! Bang! Bang!

The Heavenly Palace trembled.

Dragons were slammed to the ground by my hand, and I ran rampant over them, gripping both fists tightly.

“Unfortunately, I can’t help you with your magic resistance. But don’t worry. For your perfection, I’ll keep pounding you until you achieve complete immunity, not just physical resistance. If you want to die, that means you don’t want to be perfect, so bite your tongue and just drop dead.”

Hahaha. I left you to solve it on your own, but still…

Inside the nest that looked like a plain, the Lord, watching everything outside the Heavenly Palace through a scrying spell, let out a dry chuckle.

“That’s quite an extreme solution.”

Next to the Lord, Thrall watched the scene with a stern expression and looked at Owen.

“Lord.”

“Hm? Why do you call me, child?”

“You said I became a traitor because I couldn’t use magic.”

“That’s right. Even in the Prophecy, you ultimately became hostile to us.”

“Then isn’t it right for me to die, after all?”

Thrall had been unable to use magic since birth.

He was constantly mocked by other Dragons of his age for being imperfect, and was told that one day, the others would execute him if things continued.

And several years ago, the Lord, who could see the End of the World, received a Prophecy.

The Lord’s Prophecy was granted by the Star God, one of the four Supreme Deities who created the world.

Whenever a Prophecy descends, all Dragons in the Heavenly Palace feel its power.

All the Dragons gathered at the center of the Heavenly Palace to hear the Lord’s Prophecy.

But shockingly, what came from the Lord’s mouth was not the End of the World, but the Extinction of Dragons.

“So in the end, you drove everyone to death, right? Is it okay for someone like me to be given a chance to live?”

The Lord gazed quietly at Thrall.

In his eyes, an indescribable bitterness lingered.

“Child. There is something I must confess.”

As if steeling himself, the Lord’s lips parted calmly.

“That Prophecy would only be fulfilled if you left the Heavenly Palace.”

“…What?”

With composure, he revealed that he himself had pulled the trigger for the Dragons’ extinction.

I’ve always had a tendency to speak harshly.

No matter who the other party is, I never hold back.

That’s why Ryuk always had a hard time trying to cover my mouth in the past.

Every time we drank together, he’d start off with, ‘Because of you, I—!’ so it was for sure.

Those were some truly nostalgic memories.

“Any more Dragons who want to wrestle with me?”

All the Dragons who tried to face me in front of the Heavenly Palace were sprawled on the ground.

Some had broken arms, others missing legs, one had lost an eye, and there was even a Dragon with his wings torn off.

The state of these Dragons was the result of my so-called training to build their endurance and make them perfect.

“At this point, I’d like to think that even the most foolish of you would understand why I beat you this badly. What do you think?”

Some of the Dragons trembled and tried to stand.

“W-We won’t surrender to mere pain like this.”

“To pursue perfection, cough… overcoming this much is just another trial.”

I unconsciously clapped my hands.

“Wow, you’re really something. Truly impressive. Even after being beaten like that, you don’t even pretend to listen to what others say. Among all the Dragons I’ve thrashed, your conviction is the strongest.”

But if I put it differently, having strong conviction means you’re a dictator who sees nothing but your own beliefs.

Of course, I know where that dictatorial streak comes from.

The Dragons’ low self-esteem.

But just knowing that didn’t mean I could stop.

I understand—it’s not easy to deny thousands of years of their own existence, but on the other hand, that means they’ve been stuck in stagnation for thousands of years.

No wonder the Demon King, let alone just the Dragon King of Destruction, slaughters them so easily.

In old plays, Dragons always looked so cool and powerful, but in reality, this is their sorry state.

I decided to give them one last choice.

“Your old traditions and ideologies aren’t my concern. If you want to stick to them to the end, go ahead. I won’t stop you.”

I plunged the Holy Sword into the ground and spread my arms wide.

“But in exchange, there will be a price.”

“What price?”

Ignoring the Dragons’ questions, I looked up at the sky.

“Owen, the Hero, earnestly offers his prayer. If you hear this prayer, please answer.”

Boom!

Suddenly, a heavy pressure seemed to crush the air around us.

A pain that shattered both body and bone, and a suffocating emptiness pressed down on us.

“W-What is this…?!”

For the first time, the silent Dragons showed startled expressions.

This intense pressure wasn’t just felt by me, but by every Dragon in the Heavenly Palace.

Even the Dragon Lord, who was surely watching.

I saw the once-clear sky begin to turn black.

And from the darkened heavens, pure white pillars descended.

Three pillars crashed down from the sky to the earth in an instant, marked by nothing but their immaculate whiteness.

[O mighty warrior, do you desire the punishment of fire?]

[Weary adversary, do you seek judgment?]

[Charging saint, do you require the biting wind?]

One thing was certain—at the end of these pillars were the very Trinity Gods with whom I had made a Contract.

“Temple of All Gods?”

One of the Dragons realized what was happening and fell to his knees.

When I looked around, I saw that none of them retained their draconic forms.

They had all polymorphed into human shape, bowing their heads in front of the pillars of the Temple of All Gods.


It might seem like an overreaction, but it’s only natural.

It was no different from standing before the very Supreme Deities who had created their ancestors.

Ignoring them, I answered the gods’ questions with one of my own.

“I wish to ask the Trinity Gods something. It’s important enough to call you here directly.”

[We have seen.]

[We understand.]

[We have heard.]

The Trinity Gods each replied, then spoke in unison.

[Do the Dragons of today deserve the title of Guardian?]

“…You always know exactly how I feel, don’t you?”

[We have spent time together.]

The moment I heard that, I realized the Trinity Gods already knew my time had been reversed.

Well, of course.

It wouldn’t make sense otherwise.

Even though I’d been spending Blessings so carelessly, I hadn’t felt any true sense of crisis—because my Contract with the gods was still valid.

And as long as that Contract remained, the gods would watch my every move without missing a thing.

Truly, they’re stalkers watching me from the heavens 24/7.

I spoke to the Dragons kneeling before me.

“Right now, you have two choices. One is to cling to your idea of perfection and, in return, lose both your duty as Guardians and the title of Dragon. The other is to admit the sin you’ve committed and start over from the beginning.”

No one answered, and for a moment, I thought the silence would continue. But then, one Dragon raised his hand.

“You there, the one with your hand up. Speak.”

“Even if we do start over, we don’t know how or where to begin.”

I wanted to scold him with, “Why ask me that?” but since I was the one who let things get this bad, I held my tongue.

If you give someone a disease, you should give them the cure, too. Otherwise, you’re just a wicked necromancer who leaves after spreading the plague.

“I’ll mention to the Lord that you want another chance. Ask him directly later.”

The root of the Dragons’ problem could be solved if they learned how to build their self-esteem.

It’s not something that would be resolved quickly anyway, so there was no need to rush.

Another Dragon raised his hand.

“You there, what’s your question?”

“What if we don’t accept your proposal and refuse to change? What does it mean to no longer be a Dragon…?”

Maybe it’s because they’ve spent their whole lives cooped up in the Heavenly Palace, but they really are slow to understand.

I looked around at the other Dragons.

“Are the rest of you wondering the same thing?”

Even though they didn’t speak, most Dragons couldn’t hide their curiosity.

So they were genuinely curious.

Realizing this, I scowled and answered.

“In front of the Temple of All Gods, after the Supreme Deities themselves have questioned your worthiness as Guardians, you sure are brazen. I bet the Lord, holed up in his cave, must be bright red with embarrassment right now.”

The Dragon who had asked brazenly replied,

“That doesn’t matter. No matter how perfect we are, we could never be like the Supreme Deities. Even if it’s us, if the gods speak, then we accept it without question.”

Then he fell silent.

He seemed to be boiling with anger, but didn’t know where to direct it, so he just stood there as the shameless Dragon spoke again.

“If the gods judge us unworthy, I will humbly accept it.”

“…So in other words, you can’t let go of what you believe. Is that it?”

“That’s right.”

“Then why not say that from the beginning instead of asking strange questions?”

“We just wanted to know what would happen if we insisted on keeping it to the end.”

After hearing this much, I saw no reason to remain rational.

“Ha, fine. Okay. I won’t ask anymore. I’ll show you the answer.”

I grabbed the Holy Sword and strode toward the Dragon.

“Losing the title of Dragon doesn’t mean having your racial traits sealed or stolen. Even the Supreme Deities you say are more perfect than you can’t do that.”

Of course, to be precise, it’s because the Supreme Deities can’t directly interfere with this world by their own will, but there’s no reason to explain all that.

“So, losing the right to be a Guardian and the name of Dragon means this.”

Clang!

As if it were nothing, I walked up and swung the Holy Sword, slicing the Dragon’s head off with a single blow.

The Dragon’s face twisted in shock as it fell to the ground, and without hesitation, I smashed that hideous face with my sword.

“The rest of you, make your choice.”

“Will you end up like this? Or will you start over?”

At my declaration, the atmosphere of the Heavenly Palace grew heavy.

I looked at that oppressive mood and asked,

“This execution was carried out before the Trinity Gods. Unless you wear your heads as mere ornaments, you should know what that means.”


The Trinity Gods had given a mere lowly human, not even their own Hand, but one who only received their Blessing, the authority to execute a Dragon.

And that meant their beliefs were dangerous enough for the gods to allow it.

“Hic! Hiccup!”

A hiccup broke out among the Dragons, who had just been given an extreme remedy for the wounds that had festered for centuries since the dawn of the world.
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My way excels at solving complicated problems, but more often than not, it just creates even more complicated ones.

Like when I grabbed a thug passing by and punched him in the face, only to find out he was the Count’s House Prodigal.

Or when I turned the Evil Merchant Lord into a eunuch, only to discover the Duke’s House was pulling the strings behind him.

Even summoning the Temple of All Gods and executing a Dragon in front of the Supreme Deities to erase the deeply rooted Perfectionism and Unity Ideology among the Dragons—such drastic measures fell into the same category.

As a result, the Dragons had no choice but to obey me. Yet, by denying the Perfectionism and Unity Ideology, I left them with nothing to fill the void of what they had always believed in, and that could only become a problem.

“…Ha. Seriously, these people are out of their minds.”

Still, even considering that, I was certain that what I did wasn’t wrong.

That certainty only solidified further as I cleaned up the ‘poison’ of the Unity Ideology.

They called torture—which could kill their own offspring—’correction.’ There was no reason to think they wouldn’t do even worse.

“Well, look at this. To make a physically disabled Dragon perfect, they transplant organs from another Dragon?”

The blood-soaked magical chamber was filled with makeshift beds and various magical instruments.

Among them, some medical devices had clearly been crafted directly by Dwarves.

The problem was, most of these so-called medical devices were actually tools for cutting and stitching together Dragon bodies.

This was proof they’d been experimenting on their own bodies—no, their own Dragon bodies—in pursuit of making a perfect Dragon.

And, digging further into the blood-drenched magic chamber, I saw rotting, abandoned Dragon corpses.

“Ha.”

Looking closer, the state of the corpses was truly grotesque.

Missing limbs were the least of it.

Some Dragons had their bellies split open, with traces showing their organs had been ripped out.

Dragon vitality is tenacious, so I could imagine the horror of them dying slowly, feeling every bit of that pain.

The Dragons used here must have been those deemed ‘below standard.’

No need to see more; it was obvious.

“OF.”

“Y-Yes!”

One of the Dragons following behind me quickly stepped forward.

Judging by how refreshed his face looked, even after seeing me decapitate a Dragon who refused to give up the Unity Ideology to the end, he must have originally harbored resentment toward the ideology.

I judged him the most reliable here and gave a direct order.

“You’ll take responsibility as the overseer and clean everything up. I don’t want to see a single drop of blood left in my sight. And those Dragons abandoned back there—hold a proper funeral. If you don’t appease their souls and those corpses rise as Demon Dragons, it’ll be your problem to handle.”

“U-Understood!”

Having realized I had already brought out the Temple of All Gods and received the Supreme Deities’ acknowledgment, the Dragons were acting far more deferential than I remembered.

Well, after all, they’d seen me gain the full support and recognition of their creators and inherit the authority to execute Dragons. 

If they didn’t humble themselves now, that would be another kind of problem.

It’s not like I could go around bashing the head of every single one I disliked.

Anyway, it took about three hours to handle these remaining little ‘poisons’ as well.

If this ideology had sparked some political system among the Dragons like in human history, things wouldn’t have ended so easily. 

Luckily, these Dragons lived just fine without that kind of thing, so it could be resolved without complicated procedures.

‘Now the only thing left is how to restore the self-esteem of the fallen Dragons.’

I already knew the answer to that part.

And perhaps the Throne Lord, who could observe all of the Heavenly Palace, knew it to some extent as well.

But whether the other Dragons could come to realize that answer depended entirely on the Lord’s will.

I returned at once to the plains where the Lord resided.

When I beckoned, the obedient Thrall, who’d been quietly waiting inside, scurried over to my side.

“The poison has been mostly resolved, but one big problem remains.”

As I took the Thrall’s hand and spoke, the Lord nodded.

“Is there a solution?”

“You might already know, Lord, but in the end, we’ll have to find a way to restore the Dragons’ self-esteem. And unlike removing the poison, this won’t be a simple fix.”

“…That’s true. The way to restore self-esteem must be found by oneself.”

Exactly. That’s the problem.

Dragons, compared to Humans, live for almost an eternity.

But their mental maturation takes proportionally as long.

No one could know how long it would take them to find a way to rebuild their broken self-esteem.

To begin with, among countless people, some never discover what it means to recover their self-esteem for their entire lives.

There was no reason to think Dragons, who live even longer, would be any different.

“But one thing is certain. Dragons were never born as Dragons by their own will. Just as we didn’t choose to be born as Humans.”

The hearts of people are fickle.

No, more precisely, the hearts of intelligent beings are fickle.

It’s only natural to envy in others what one lacks oneself.

“It’s no wonder there’s a saying that the grass is always greener on the other side.”

Moreover, now that they have a common enemy, it’s not the time to fill their self-esteem by disparaging others in barbaric ways.

That’s because we’re in a cooperative relationship.

So, for an Elf to envy a Dwarf’s craftsmanship, or for a Human to envy an Elf’s beautiful appearance, is not strange, but a natural thing.

“So, then, why do Dragons—who are born with all those things, and who can surpass every so-called inferior race with effort—lack self-esteem? Lord, how would you answer?”

The Lord replied with a bitter smile.

“You could pin any reason on it, but the core issue is probably the lack of freedom.”

Dragons, from the moment of their birth to their deaths, are confined to the Heavenly Palace to fulfill their duties as guardians.

And within, they must live for far longer than any other race.

Able to do anything, they lose interest in everything.

Despite being superior to all others, all they can do is watch the outside world progress.

No matter how superior they are, unable to display it, unable even to reveal it, in such a restrictive environment, Dragons have gradually chosen to give up.

The Unity Ideology only sped up that process of ‘giving up.’

And what they gained was a self-hypnosis that they were perfect.

Because they are perfect, they need nothing from the outside. 

Because they are perfect, there’s no need to show it off. 

Such thinking gave rise to a uniquely Dragon society that considered this very restraint to be noble.

“Well then, it’s time to find a solution.”

But before discussing solutions, there was a necessary question.

“We cannot grant Dragons freedom. There’s the contract with the Supreme Deities.”

“That’s right. Because of the Sacred Contract of Genesis made at the beginning, most Dragons cannot leave the Heavenly Palace.”

“Yes. Most of them.”


If the contract with the Supreme Deities was perfect, then not a single Dragon could leave the Heavenly Palace.

But the Thrall, and the five Dragons who attacked the Elf Kingdom, were able to escape from the Heavenly Palace.

What did the Thrall and the five Dragons have in common?

“Unprepared, young Dragons. Such Dragons aren’t bound by the Supreme Deities’ contract?”

“The contract laid down at Genesis by the Supreme Deities set the standard as mature Dragons.”

Young Dragons were not included in the contract that had never changed.

“Because of the influence of the first Dragon Lord who created the Unity Ideology back at Genesis, young Dragons were practically forbidden from going out into the world. That custom has carried on as tradition until now.”

That five young Dragons were selected this time was an extraordinary measure.

It also indicated just how turbulent public opinion inside the Heavenly Palace had become regarding the Thrall.

‘Bringing out the Temple of All Gods turned out to be a blessing in disguise.’

If I hadn’t invoked the name of the Supreme Deities to claim the Thrall, I might still be fighting fiercely with the Dragons even now.

“Well, yes. In any case, I’ve learned something important.”

There was a way to circumvent the Sacred Contract of Genesis that bound the Dragons to the Heavenly Palace.

Through the young Dragons.

“Lord. I believe it’s time for Dragons to break their conventions and reveal themselves to the world. What do you think?”

“…Reveal ourselves?”

“To recover, Dragons must first recognize that they are not perfect beings. For that, the first thing they need is diverse experiences.”

What Dragons need is, in fact, ‘experience’ itself.

But within the environment of the Heavenly Palace, such experience is impossible.

Naturally, to all Dragons who can’t leave the Heavenly Palace, ‘experience’ is almost out of reach.

Of course, the Lord is an exception.

As the only Dragon who can observe the world through foresight, it’s not really fair to say he lacks experience.

Indirect experience is still experience, after all.

“That’s why, to gain experience, the Dragons need to show themselves.”

“…Are you suggesting we open the Heavenly Palace?”

“That’s right.”

I spoke aloud what I’d only ever imagined in my mind since deciding to resolve this situation.

“However, we shouldn’t just open it up. It’s best to use diplomatic exchange with other nations as the justification. By opening up for such purposes, it will be easier to interact with and experience the culture of other countries.”

The Lord calmly raised his head and asked,

“What benefit do we gain from this?”

“First, it’ll encourage lively exchanges with the outside, giving Dragons indirect experience. They’ll get to hear how so-called inferior beings struggle desperately to live, what they do for it, and what they live for.”

The Lord cocked his head slightly.

“Hearing such things is beneficial?”

“You may be able to learn anything just by closing your eyes and listening to the stars, Lord, but other Dragons aren’t like that.”

“The biggest problem for Dragons was that their eyes and ears were closed off. Worse, everyone was watching everyone else, making it nearly impossible to even share opinions. Frankly, they’ve just been growing older with no experience whatsoever. For such fledglings, hearing about the lives of inferior beings is the most suitable experience.”

“Even if their freedom of movement is restricted by their duty as guardians, their freedom of thought isn’t. By now, they should know how pointless it is to claim they are perfect. After spending centuries upon centuries sealed in their shells, it’s time to break out.”

“Hm.”

The Lord’s eyes sank deeply as he let out a positive hum at my words.

“Still, simply gaining experience isn’t enough to fill their self-esteem.”

“I know.”

Experience is only experience.

It’s a completely separate domain from self-esteem.

But to ask if there’s no overlap at all—well, that’s not quite true.

“Without experience, one cannot form a definition of oneself.”

Dragons are Dragons, no matter what.

They are guardians of the world and always will be.

But at the same time, being a guardian is nothing but a ‘duty.’

Filling their self-esteem with pride in duty alone was a futile struggle for Dragons obsessed with perfection.

Given how they’d been enchanted by the notion of a ‘true Dragon’—something even they themselves couldn’t imagine—it could never help.

“A definition of oneself?”

I nodded and replied to the Lord’s question.

“I am Owen the Hero.”

“I already knew that, though?”

“That’s right. But I never introduce myself as ‘Human.’”


At my words, the Lord’s eyes widened.

“Dragons say they are perfect and, since they can do everything, end up deceiving themselves into thinking they have no interest in anything.”

But my opinion differs.

“It’s not that they aren’t interested because they can do everything; it’s because there’s no one to show what they can do to, so all interest fades. What do you think, Lord?”
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At my question, the Throne Lord finally closed his eyes and nodded his head.

Perhaps it was because he had been trapped for such a long time.

Or maybe, while trying to distance himself from all ideology, he had been unconsciously influenced by it.

His expression was so serious it seemed as if he was weighed down by such concerns.

I couldn’t see every detail of the dragon’s face, but the atmosphere made it clear.

“I’ve never thought about it in that way.”

At last, the Throne Lord spoke, and his first words were more than I had hoped for.

But I waited patiently in silence.

He still had more to say.

“Are you suggesting we let the Dragons gain experience by interacting with the outside world, so that they can discover what they truly want to do?”

I nodded at his question.

“To be precise, I mean they should pour all their strength into something they wouldn’t regret devoting their entire life to.”

“…Something not worth regretting even if they give their whole life? Why did you set that as the standard?”

“Because when one’s self-esteem drops, it’s often because they feel like they’re wasting their own life.”

Being a Guardian is simply an obligation as a Dragon.

But no living being exists that survives on duty alone.

If such people do exist, it’s not ‘obligation’ anymore, but those who find satisfaction in the obligation itself.

For an intelligent being to feel true self-esteem, they must find something they truly want to do.

Whether it’s a duty or not.

Only then can they know what it means to live their life to the fullest, and only then can they truly fill that sense of self-worth.

“This isn’t something that can be resolved in a day or two. It’s a journey that must be taken step by step, slowly. No doubt, it won’t be finished even by the time the next Throne Lord is chosen.”

The Throne Lord gazed at me in silence.

“Why are you looking at me like that?”

He returned my question with one of his own.

“Do you still believe there will be another chance for the Dragons?”

I realized there was a great deal of meaning contained in that question.

As I quietly glanced at Thrall, the Throne Lord suddenly replied.

“That child already knows of my sins.”

“…Haa.”

At those words, I let out a quiet sigh, momentarily at a loss for words.

The atmosphere had been good, but that single sentence ruined the mood.

“I thought you’d tell me when it was just the two of us later.”

“If so, I apologize. I was planning to, but I came to think that at least to Thrall, nothing should be hidden.”

So, it’s my fault.

“Turns out, the standard for becoming a Dragon Lord isn’t strength, but shifting blame. No wonder most of the Dragons are like that; if the ones at the top act this way, those below are bound to follow suit.”

The Throne Lord let out a dry cough.

“Ahem. I won’t deny it.”

And since he didn’t deny it, I had nothing left to say.

…Fine. Since the Throne Lord apparently sees no reason to hide it, I’ll just ask directly.”

Then, while feeling the familiar stench drifting from him just moments ago and even now, I asked,

“Throne Lord, have you colluded with the Demon Race?”

“Oh?”

The Throne Lord looked at me in disbelief.

“How did you come to think such a thing?”

“If it weren’t that, I can’t explain this stench coming from you.”

“…Stench?”

“It’s nothing much.”

I pressed my nose with an empty hand.

“I just have a keen sense of smell.”

“…Ah. I see.”

The Throne Lord nodded as if understanding something.

“You must be the kind of Hero who has slain quite a few members of the Demon Race. Isn’t that right?”

“Do you think I only killed the Demon Race?”

I killed demons, slew monsters aplenty.

I even cut down the Demon King’s own flesh.

On my way to the Demon King, I faced and slew every kind of monster that belonged to the Demon King’s Army at least once.

The Throne Lord’s sunken gaze met mine.

“You remember the scent of Demon Race blood, then. I see. Now I understand the source of your strength. You were a Hero who fought the Demon King’s Army for a long time, despite how you appear.”

“So, your answer?”

“A foolish question.”

The Throne Lord answered with closed eyes.

“I have never colluded with the Demon Race. I swear it upon my name. However…”

But the rumbling sound from his mouth sounded quite menacing.

“Not long ago, I did eat a rat that sneaked into the Heavenly Palace to make a deal with me.”

I frowned.

“Throne Lord, are you trying to get food poisoning? No matter how tough a Dragon’s digestive system may be, you shouldn’t eat things like that.”

“Don’t worry. I chewed it so thoroughly that not even a bone fragment remained.”

He looked every bit the aged, decrepit dragon, but as a Dragon, his teeth seemed strong enough.

I questioned the Throne Lord, who smiled with healthy teeth bared.

“You said earlier that Thrall knows your sin. What did you mean by that?”

“It’s nothing much.”

From the moment he said that, I steeled myself.

Because I was certain it was something serious.

And as soon as the Throne Lord opened his mouth, my prior resolve was justified.

“I told him it was I who planned to turn that child into a Demon Dragon.”

“…Oh..”

I took a deep breath, swallowing back the word ‘damn’ that threatened to escape my lips.

“At least, you didn’t accomplish that plan.”

“Thanks to you.”


I gave a hollow laugh at the Throne Lord’s shameless reply.

If word of what he just said reached the Dragons of the Heavenly Palace, what kind of repercussions would it bring?

No doubt, it would only hasten the extinction of the Dragons.

Of course, it’s a pointless assumption now.

“Why would you do such a thing?”

The important thing was the Throne Lord’s intention.

If, even after all this, the Throne Lord was still determined to make Thrall a Demon Dragon, I couldn’t just let it go.

Even if the Throne Lord’s thinking had changed, being on guard was only natural.

How could I know the heart of an old dragon who has lived longer than anyone, when I can’t even know a mere human’s?

Perhaps sensing my wariness, the Throne Lord answered calmly, his gaze cautious.

“First, I promise you: what you fear will never happen.”

The Throne Lord bowed his head gently, meeting both my and Thrall’s eyes.

“But… yes. Why did I do such a thing? The reason is simple.”

His eyes turned ashen.

“The Eclipse Prophecy showed me a future where the Dragons would bring about the world’s destruction.”

“The Dragons destroy the world? How could that be possible?”

The Throne Lord let out a bitter smile.

“The Dragons didn’t act directly. We merely pulled the trigger.”

He meant that the Demon King’s Army had brought about the world’s end.

I could guess what the prophecy granted by the stars had shown him.

“So the Dragons’ ideology spread to humanity, is that it?”

“Yes.”

The Throne Lord affirmed with silence.

I asked, puzzled by his reaction.

“I heard all Dragons can see the Throne Lord’s prophecy. Then why didn’t they know about this one?”

“Because I hid it.”

“…You could hide it?”

I was startled by this new fact, and the Throne Lord nodded calmly.

“Sometimes, silence is the answer.”

So, he didn’t reveal the exact content of the prophecy, even if they knew he had received it.

“Were there any objections?”

“Why do you think the Throne Lord is the Throne Lord?”

“otot.”

The law is distant, but the fist is close, as the saying goes.

The Throne Lord is a position held by the strongest among the Dragons.

If you pressure the Throne Lord for the contents of a prophecy and anger him, you could end up paying dearly.

“So in the end, the Throne Lord tried to destroy the Dragonkind to stop that result. And Thrall was chosen as the Dragon who could end the Dragons, so he was sent outside the Heavenly Palace?”

“That’s right.”

The Throne Lord’s ashen eyes narrowed.

“I even gained the cooperation of the World Tree. It took some time to persuade it, but in the end, the World Tree, unable to find another way, accepted my persuasion.”

“I heard from Thrall that there was another who was arranged by you. Was that included as well?”

At my question, the Throne Lord shook his head.

“There was no one I arranged from the beginning.”

“Hmm?”

As I puzzled over his words, the light in the Throne Lord’s eyes returned to normal.

“We Dragons, when in a state of deep sleep and our lives are in danger, have the ability to devour the surrounding life force and mana. No matter how mana-insensitive a child may be, it’s a trait of all Dragons they cannot avoid.”

At that, I recalled the time Thrall was trapped within the World Tree.

‘It was at least two years, right?’

They said it had been two years since the World Tree began to wither, so at minimum, that much time.

If the dying of the forest began after some time had already passed, it could’ve been even longer.

In other words,

‘Thrall was trapped inside the World Tree for at least two years, without any nourishment.’

That’s why he began devouring the World Tree’s life force and mana indiscriminately, resulting in massive changes that affected the entire Ellesion Great Forest.

And since he would’ve been poorly treated even within the Heavenly Palace, Thrall’s condition at the time must’ve been even weaker than the average Dragon.

“So, could it be…?”

“The Elves, seeing the World Tree wither, would have come to resent Thrall, who was the cause. The World Tree could convey its will to the Elf King, but even the Elf King couldn’t communicate the truth to all his kin.”

A Guardian, meant to protect the world, recognized the danger of the other Guardians and tried to exterminate their own kind by sealing a Dragon inside the World Tree.

Even knowing the Elf race itself could perish.

And in the end,

Thrall, upon escaping the World Tree, realized he had been abandoned even by the Heavenly Palace, and wandered the world alone.

The result…

‘The birth of the Dragon King of Destruction.’

Despising humanity, annihilating his own kind… Later, as the one and only Demon Dragon, he would rise to become the Demon King’s Army’s greatest weapon.

‘…That’s why your appearance was both bewildering and delightful to me.’

The Throne Lord’s eyes glowed warmly.

“You are someone I never saw in the prophecy of the stars. Quite literally, a being outside of destiny.”

I cocked my head in confusion.

“Isn’t that just because I’m the Hero?”

“Maybe, but surprisingly, most Heroes are beings bound by destiny. They carry the fate to destroy the Demon King, who seeks to bring down the world.”

“But I’m not, you say.”

“Is that all?”

A strange light flickered in the Throne Lord’s eyes.


“A Hero who formed a contract with the Trinity Gods all at once—never, in all of creation, has such a thing happened.”

“So I am truly, endlessly curious.”

In the gentle gaze of the Throne Lord, I saw a deep abyss trying to pierce through my entire existence.

“Just where did you come from?”
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With eyes as deep as the abyss fixed upon me, how should I answer this question?

The deliberation was brief.

“I came from the future.”

“…The future?”

No matter how wary I was of the Demon King and tried to hide the fact that I was from the future, there were things that needed to be concealed only as the situation demanded.

The Throne Lord’s mad decision to annihilate his own kind for the sake of the world instead gave me infinite trust in him.

At my answer, the Lord’s expression hardened.

‘What is this?’

Did I say something I shouldn’t have?

“…Can you explain your circumstances?”

“Not for free.”

“What do you want?”

“I’d like the Heavenly Palace to open diplomatic relations, starting with the Kingdom of Lumin.”

“That’s quite a trivial request.”

“It’s not trivial at all.”

The Kingdom of Lumin holds several frontlines against the Demon Army.

That meant a huge amount of supplies was needed.

On the other hand, the Prasion Kingdom and the Holy Nation, the Luminous Kingdom, both had superior technology or richer lands, giving them much greater advantages than the Kingdom of Lumin.

“The desperate are always the first to reach out.”

“Now that you mention it, winter is coming soon. So be it.”

After receiving the Lord’s clear answer, I spoke.

“To start with, I killed the Demon King in the future.”

With those words, I calmly began a deep conversation with the Lord about the current situation I was experiencing and what would unfold in this world.

At times, the Lord was shocked, at times furious, and sometimes he stared at me with a grave gaze as he focused on my story.

That gaze was so intense that it bordered on madness—it made me cautious, wondering if I had said anything wrong.

After all, while it was true I was stronger than the dragons, facing the authority of this ancient dragon in front of me would be a headache on many levels.

So I kept my guard up, secretly preparing for any unforeseen situation as I finished telling the Lord everything.

He let out a sigh and closed his eyes.

“I see. So that’s how it was.”

He murmured with an air of enlightenment, so I asked quietly.

“Is there any information you need to tell me after hearing my story?”

At my question, the Lord, who had been silently listening, curled his lips playfully.

“Not for free.”

“What do you want?”

The Lord answered with action.

He slowly stood up, golden light swirling around him, and soon, before me stood an enormous elder, so tall I had to look up to see him.

“I want to leave the Heavenly Palace and follow you.”

I looked at him in shock.

“You wish to leave the Heavenly Palace? But isn’t that impossible because of the Sacred Contract of Genesis?”

“You’re here, aren’t you?”

At his words, I felt a chill run down my spine.

This man, could it be…?

“You’d relinquish your status as Guardian and forfeit your Name of the Dragon? Truly?”

“Yes.”

“No. No, no, that’s far too extreme a decision, no matter what.”

The Lord was practically forcing his life onto me.

Hearing such words with those clear, untainted eyes sent chills through me.

Suddenly, the phrase Ryuk once said—‘Clear-Eyed Mad Dragon’—flashed through my mind.

Could he have been talking about the Lord?

“From the moment I began seeking the extinction of the dragons, I was already too far gone.”

But despite my protests, the Lord stroked his long beard, which reached down to his belly, and spoke with a gentle laugh.

“It would be better for me to lay down my life and work for the future of my kin. You are one of the rare Heroes who would stand against not just the Demon King’s Army, but the Demon King himself. I’m sure you’ll know where best to use my life.”

I had nothing to refute.

In a situation where even a cat’s paw would be helpful, having the Lord’s full support would mean a great deal to me.

“Let me think for a moment, so please be quiet.”

“As much as you like.”

Even so, it was not a choice I could accept easily.

I am a Hero.

Owen, the Hero who wielded the Holy Sword to protect everyone.

‘Kill the Demon King, Owen.’

‘Please kill the Demon King.’

‘Tear the Demon King to pieces.’

Contrary to my vow to protect everyone, my comrades who passed through my life left their heavy burdens on my shoulders as they departed before me.

Every word they uttered to save me, just before their last breath, weighed down upon my flesh and heart.

I, who had been foolish, was forced to face reality and painfully realized that sometimes someone must be sacrificed for the peace of the world.

‘So what?’

But had I given up my ideals just because I faced reality, I would have fallen before my comrades ever did.

‘What kind of Hero do you dream of being?’

Suddenly, I recalled Ryuk’s question.

How did I answer him then?

Regrettably, I couldn’t remember.

But if I had aspired to the highest ideals, then surely I must have wished for a peace where everyone could live with a smile.

A Hero must always aim for that.

‘It has always been the idealist, not the realist, who has protected the peace of the world.’

Some might call that arrogance, others might call it the stance of a saint beyond reach.

Yet, even so, the idealist never stops moving forward, steadfast in their own beliefs.

‘Of course, I failed.’

While I succeeded in killing the Demon King, I could not uphold the ideals of a Hero.

So I asked myself again.


No matter how many times I renew my resolve, is it truly possible to achieve this time what I failed at once before?

Instead of answering that doubt, I gave a mocking laugh.

‘Why do you even hesitate?’

This is not a matter of ‘Can I do it?’ but rather, ‘Do I want to?’

And my choice is clearly the latter.

If I hadn’t intended to do so from the start, I would never have thought to turn the former heads of the Demon King’s Army into allies.

If anything, I would have killed anyone who showed the slightest possibility, leaving no chance behind.

But I didn’t.

Because that’s not my way.

“I’ve made my decision.”

“What is it?”

“No need to tell you. Keep it to yourself.”

“…Hmm?”

Perhaps he hadn’t expected me to refuse— the Lord looked genuinely surprised.

“Why? I thought it would be a rather attractive offer for you.”

“It’s nothing much. I just don’t want to leave that possibility open.”

“Possibility?”

“If the situation gets even a little worse, there’s a chance I’d throw away your life without hesitation.”

The Lord frowned as if unconvinced.

“That’s exactly why I wanted to follow you.”

“No. Maybe other Heroes would, but I mustn’t.”

I am a Hero who must pursue ideals.

A Hero who must act to save every life.

Even if I failed.

Even if I lost everyone and was left alone in the end.

This alone, I could never give up.

The moment I gave it up, I’d become someone who gives up something every time a crisis arises.

That may be what it is to be human, but it is not what it is to be a Hero.

It was because I pursued ideals as a Hero that I was able to defeat the Demon King, not because I sought reality.

“…It wasn’t an escape from reality?”

“Seeking and escaping do not mean the same thing.”

At my immediate answer, the Lord let out a long groan and eventually slumped down onto the floor.

“I was thinking I’d just hand over my position to some decent fellow and retire quietly, but you’re much more troublesome than you look.”

“Of course I’m troublesome—I’m the Hero who killed the Demon King. Did you think you could just take it easy with me?”

The Lord burst into hearty laughter, ‘Pahaha!’

He seemed much more jovial than his dignified appearance would suggest.

“You said you’d take Thrall, right? What do you plan to do with that child?”

“I’ll train him so he can become strong.”

“Oh? But you’re not a mage, are you?”

“Did you only half-listen when I said I came from the future?”

“…Aha…”

The Lord nodded, understanding my words.

“Was that child strong in the future?”

Meeting Thrall’s gaze, who was looking up at me from the side, I grinned.

“He was so strong I never wanted to face him again.”

Having finished all that needed to be done, I left the Heavenly Palace with Thrall.

I was a bit concerned that after having refuted the dragons’ Perfect Logic, Thrall might once again be bound by the Sacred Contract of Genesis, but he was able to leave just fine.

It seemed that the gods who had been watching my situation through the Temple of All Gods had made an exception for Thrall.

As we walked out of the Heavenly Palace together, Thrall finally broke the silence and murmured,

“Really… I managed to come out alive.”

I sensed the anxiety in his tone and asked in return,

“That’s good, isn’t it? It means you still have a future ahead of you.”

“…The Lord said he intended to turn me into a Mad Dragon King.”

“He did. The Lord mentioned as much.”

But it didn’t seem like that was what Thrall truly wanted to talk about, seeing his hesitant demeanor.

I waited patiently for his question, and eventually he asked cautiously,

“In the future you came from, what kind of dragon was I?”

“Why are you suddenly curious about that?”

“You said you needed my strength, didn’t you? And you want to make me stronger.”

“That’s right.”

“So I can’t help but care. What kind of dragon was I in the future?”

After a moment’s thought, I answered.

“You were very strong. Strong enough to be called the greatest of all Mad Dragon Kings.”

“…Do you only need someone with that much strength?”

“Power is always better in abundance, as long as you can handle it yourself.”

I stopped walking, placed my hands on Thrall’s shoulders, and answered.

“But I absolutely can’t accept you becoming a Mad Dragon King for that.”

“…If I do become a Mad Dragon King, what will you do?”

“That will never happen.”

I cut off that question with certainty.

The possibility of the return of the Dragon King of Destruction… I didn’t even want to imagine such a dreadful outcome.

“I’ll make sure it never happens, and you shouldn’t even think about it.”

At my resolute reply, Thrall nodded slowly with a serious expression.

I patted his head and said,

“When we get home, let’s eat a delicious meal first.”

“…Yes.”

“And, the fact that I came from the future is a secret known only to you, me, and the Lord. Understood?”

Thrall nodded.

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

“Hm.”

Deaurus Lumin, the current king of the Kingdom of Lumin, was putting all his effort into handling the endless royal business that arrived daily.

Amidst the ceaselessly updating matters and the multitude of political issues arising from them, he was plagued with headaches.

“Your Majesty, an elf envoy has arrived from the Ellesion Great Forest!”

Deaurus frowned at the administrator’s sudden announcement.

“…I haven’t heard any news that they’d be coming for diplomatic talks.”

“They said to apologize for the sudden visit on behalf of the elves.”

“Normally, a visit without prior arrangement would be refused in the middle, so why has the report reached me directly?”

“Th-the thing is, there are reports that the Elf King himself has come among the diplomats…”

As the administrator was giving his report, another voice suddenly rang out from behind.

“Y-your Majesty! There’s trouble!”

Clank, clank—running toward them was one of the knights who guarded the palace gates.

Deaurus scowled and asked,

“…What is it now?”

“T-the capital’s sky… An island has appeared in the sky!”

“What?”

“What do you mean? An island?!”

The administrator, startled by the report, asked again, and the knight shouted once more.

“It’s true! There’s an island! An island floating in the air!”

“…Wait, a floating island?”

At that moment, the administrator’s expression stiffened and he shouted at the knight.

“Did you hear any kind of loud cry from the island?!”

“A-cry? I didn’t hear any….”

Krrrrrrrrrrr!

At that instant, a massive roar echoed throughout the entire capital, including the palace, freezing everyone’s expressions.

Deaurus asked,

“Administrator, can you explain the situation?”

The administrator, face pale, swallowed hard and said,

“I-it seems… that the ‘Nest of the Immovable Dragon’ has appeared above our heads.”

An unexpected visit from the elves, and now the dragon’s nest as well?


With no clear reason for these sudden events, Deaurus found one person’s face coming to mind.

The man who, not long ago, had suddenly appeared and become the Special Task Force Captain, then departed on a diplomatic mission to the Elf Kingdom.

‘What in the world has that man been up to?’

Others might dismiss it as baseless speculation, but for this Special Task Force Captain, whose very existence was strange, it was a conclusion with surprisingly high probability.



 
  Chapter 35: Return






This business trip was, in hindsight, rather short.

Since leaving the Kingdom of Lumin, more than two weeks had passed, but in terms of distance, it was as if I had traversed more than two months’ worth of travel in a single stride.

That’s why, the moment I returned to the Kingdom of Lumin hand-in-hand with Thrall, I never expected to see the Floating Palace frozen in the sky above.

“Why is that thing here?”

The Heavenly Palace, which was supposed to be perched atop Vismark Snow Mountain, was now floating over the Kingdom of Lumin.

Thrall wore a pale expression as he asked again.

“Is this what you meant by going home?”

“Absolutely not.”

I frowned, firmly correcting Thrall’s misunderstanding.

What I had requested in the first place was open diplomatic relations, not to have the Heavenly Palace stuck in the sky over the kingdom.

“Hmph. Well, they’ll handle it themselves.”

Matters like broad diplomatic issues and tasks that need dealing with are for the King to manage, so I decided not to worry.

As I entered the capital, I made my way to the lodgings where the Special Task Force was staying.

“You’ve arrived?”

Just then, Murfin, who seemed to have just finished training, greeted me.

I looked around and asked,

“Where’s Beatrice?”

“She’s busy working on the task Captain Owen gave her before going on the trip.”

Before leaving for the Elf Kingdom, I’d assigned a few tasks to the Special Task Force.

At the time, their abilities alone didn’t seem sufficient for carrying out noble inspections within the Kingdom of Lumin once all the members were assembled.

“By the way, Captain. Do you know what that thing up there is?”

“Heavenly Palace.”

“Is that your doing, Captain?”

“……It’d be a stretch to deny it completely.”

After all, it was me who first requested diplomacy with the Kingdom of Lumin.

But I never imagined they’d actually move the Heavenly Palace, which wasn’t supposed to budge for the next three hundred years.

At most, I expected them to send a few young dragons as diplomats.

“What on earth did you do while you were away? The Elf King suddenly showed up without warning, and at the same time the Heavenly Palace appeared……”

“……The Elf King?”

Did he actually mean to personally deliver the tribute, not just send it?

My deliberation was brief, and my decision was swift.

‘Not my problem after all.’

Just then, Thrall poked his head out from behind me and looked at Murfin.

“What is it? Who’s that kid?”

“Our youngest.”

“……Excuse me?”

Murfin’s face twisted in disbelief.

“Youngest… Captain, don’t tell me you’re saying that child is part of our Special Task Force?”

“I am, though?”

Murfin narrowed his eyes at my answer, staring intently at Thrall.

Perhaps the gaze was intimidating, because Thrall shrank back behind me.

“Captain.”

“What?”

“Please be honest. Who is this kid, really?”

“I told you, the youngest.”

“……Really?”

“Don’t be so wary. You’re scaring the child.”

“……Alright, for now.”

It seemed Murfin had sensed something from Thrall, as he sighed and looked away.

“Haa, this Task Force is starting to feel a bit unhinged. Are we really okay?”

“Enough with unnecessary worries. Assign Thrall to one of the vacant rooms among the Special Task Force quarters. Now that all our members are assembled, it’s time to get to work in earnest.”

Murfin’s expression hardened instantly at my words.

“You want me to guide this one?”

“Is there a problem?”

Murfin looked like he wanted to say something, then just sighed.

“Haa. Fine, whatever.”

“Hmm?”

Why was he acting like this?

As I wondered, Murfin regained his composure and spoke.

“By the way, Elena asked me to deliver a message when you returned, Captain.”

“What is it?”

“It’s about the Chimera laboratory incident that happened in the palace before. Seems she’s found a place similar to the research building discovered then.”

“Where is it?”

“In the Houston Family’s territory.”

Jerni Houston, Marchioness.

One of the three knights said to be closest to becoming a Sword Master among the knights of the Kingdom of Lumin, and a member of the Order of Honor Knights who pledged loyalty to King Deaurus.

“That’s an unexpected location.”

Jerni Houston was so fiercely loyal to King Deaurus that it was said to border on fanaticism.

She even broke into the King’s workplace repeatedly, stalked him openly, and ended up under house arrest for it.

The least knightly knight, the most honorable knight, and at the same time, the least fitting candidate for the title of Sword Master.

It’s hard enough to acquire even one of those descriptions, yet Jerni Houston managed to get them all.

“Understood for now. I’ll adjust the inspection schedule, so tell her to keep monitoring. And let her know I praised her work.”

“Will do.”

Elena is truly a capable one.

Even though I didn’t specifically order her, the moment she learned the purpose of the Special Task Force, she took proactive steps—just as I’d hoped.

‘I should give her something in return.’

Managing subordinates isn’t just about preventing them from doing things they weren’t told to do. 

It’s also about rewarding those who proactively accomplish what their superiors want.

If Ryuk said so, it must be true.


I can’t just raise her salary as I please, so perhaps I should prepare a gift for her later.

Leaving Thrall to Murfin, I headed toward the Training Hall where Beatrice was likely practicing, before visiting the King.

“Huff, huff.”

Wearing not her usual flowing garments, but the comfortable attire provided by the Order, Beatrice was moving at the center of the Training Hall, her motions sharper and more disciplined than before.

She was so focused that I decided to wait. Soon, sensing my presence, she stopped and walked up to me.

“You were on a trip, yet you’re back surprisingly soon?”

“Time is gold, after all.”

“Hm.”

Beatrice stretched out her arms and asked,

“How do I look?”

“That’s out of the blue. What am I supposed to be evaluating, exactly?”

“The task you gave me. I’ve been working on it, but I don’t feel like I’m improving. Is it just that I can’t do it, or maybe I am getting better but can’t tell? I’m not sure.”

She was asking me to check if she’d been carrying out the assignment properly.

“Better to experience it firsthand than talk about it.”

I drew the Holy Sword and stabbed it into my own abdomen.

“……Huh?”

Beatrice froze at my sudden action, but I paid it no mind.

I lowered my stance and placed both hands on the ground.

“……What on earth are you doing?”

“I told you.”

I twisted my lips and answered,

“Experience it for yourself.”

Boom!

I kicked off the ground and charged at Beatrice.

Then, I swung my hand roughly at her.

“Ugh?!”

Caught off guard, Beatrice swung her sword, deflecting my attack.

Clang!

“What?!”

When sword and flesh met, there was a sound that shouldn’t have been heard.

Beatrice quickly retreated, shouting,

“What was that just now?”

“Imitation.”

It was a method of consciously using the Holy Sword’s regenerative abilities.

By stabbing the Holy Sword deep, its healing power would outpace the rate of injury, preventing other physical shocks from embedding themselves in my body.

Visually, it looked terrible, and in practice, it wasn’t an efficient technique, so you’d almost never see it in real combat.

However……

“To mimic the movements of monsters, this method is perfect.”

None of the Special Task Force members have truly fought the Demon Army.

In fact, it’s more accurate to say they aren’t used to the movements of monsters or Demons.

“Beatrice, what was the assignment I gave you?”

“Eliminate as many blind spots as possible.”

“That wasn’t all. What else did I demand?”

“……To eliminate even the blind spots where human hands can’t reach.”

I smiled at Beatrice, pleased that she remembered properly.

“Show me the results of your training.”

“Hoo.”

Beatrice’s gaze grew serious.

I charged at her again, but turned aside just before reaching her.

“Ugh?!”

The Holy Sword stuck in my body swept sharply toward Beatrice.

Clang!

She blocked with her sword, but couldn’t completely withstand the shock from my body weight and speed, and was pushed back.

‘Beatrice’s weakness is that she’s specialized in assassination.’

But when facing the Demon Army, the nature of assassination loses its meaning.

On the battlefield, there are many situations where you have to fight openly, with everything exposed.

What’s more, everything Beatrice learned was based on fighting humans.

To survive the upcoming battles with the Demon Army, she must learn to fight monsters, not people.

Fortunately, Beatrice was already aware of this in her training.

Every movement born of her disciplined actions targeted blind spots that would be difficult for a human body to reach or defend.

I pushed Beatrice back, then braced myself with one hand on the ground, twisting to kick at her face.

Knowing now that my body was as hard as iron, Beatrice didn’t try to block but simply ducked to dodge.

But I’d already anticipated that dodge.

My foot, stopping right above her head, dropped straight down, aiming for her crown.

“Ugh!”

Beatrice rolled away, dodging, and I pushed up into a handstand from the spot my foot hit the ground.

“Hoo.”

Beatrice took her stance again, watching me warily.

She was poised to pounce at the slightest opening.

Thud!

I stomped my foot into the ground.

Then, just as Beatrice lunged, I swung forward with all my might.

Boom!

With one kick, the Training Hall’s floor cracked like a spiderweb, fragments shooting toward Beatrice like shrapnel.

Each of the randomly flying stones, if hit, would strike at fatal spots.

Beatrice swung her sword, defending the vital areas.

There were five pieces of shrapnel she needed to block.

Of those, three were heading for lethal spots.

Beatrice’s sword danced elegantly, knocking away the stones.

Thunk, thunk!

“Ugh!”

It seemed she decided to let the less critical ones—her shoulder and thigh—get hit.

In return, Beatrice’s sword came slashing for my face.

“Too straightforward.”

Dodging Beatrice’s sword, I hooked her foot to trip her and pressed my finger against her forehead.

“If you try to go for vital points so openly in front of a fully-ready monster, you’ll get taken down like this.”

“……Tsk. I surrender.”

Beatrice gritted her teeth, raising both hands.

“Are you hurt anywhere?”

I pulled the Holy Sword from my abdomen and helped Beatrice to her feet.

“Spit and it’ll heal.”

She answered with a scowl, clearly annoyed by my outrageous combat method.

“We’ll keep doing this training in bits until you pass.”

“……Really?”

Suddenly, Beatrice’s expression brightened considerably.

The change was so quick, I had to reconsider.

“Judging by your face, do you actually like this training?”

“Hm? What was my face like?”

……She didn’t even realize.

You were frowning, but your face lit up when I said we’d keep at it.

“I did that?”

At Beatrice’s puzzled question, I subtly changed the topic.

“What did you think when I said we’d keep training until you pass?”

“I was relieved because it means I can keep doing it until I win.”

“……I see.”

As I nodded in understanding, Beatrice grew serious and asked,

“What is it? Hey, do you know what I’m feeling right now?”

I shrugged and answered the woman who could feel emotions but couldn’t express them.

“That’s called the competitive spirit.”

“Competitive spirit.”

Beatrice’s eyes sparkled.

It was the look she had when she learned something new.

The emotionless assassin was steadily awakening to her emotions.

“Ah, so you were here.”


Just then, a familiar voice came from outside the Training Hall.

I turned to see an old acquaintance approaching with the clank of armor.

It was Bern, the middle-aged Order Commander, fully armored like a true knight, who came up to me and said,

“Owen, Captain. His Majesty the King has summoned you. Please proceed to the palace at once.”



 
  Chapter 36: Trilateral Diplomacy






When I was suddenly summoned by the king’s order, I wondered what was going on and made my way to the audience chamber, only to find that the usual familiar faces were gathered there.

“You’re here.”

“Haha. It’s been a while.”

“O-oh, welcome!”

King Deaurus Lumin and the Elf King.

And…….

“Are you the diplomat from the Heavenly Palace?”

“Yes, yes, that’s me!”

It was the polite young Dragon who had come with the young Dragons and caused a stir in the Elf Kingdom.

Thanks to the large size of the audience chamber, even the young Dragon had just enough space to squeeze in.

……I have no idea how they got in, but the Throne Lord sure has an eye for picking people.

Among all the Dragons, this one was the only one who addressed me with respect, so at least he wouldn’t go spouting off harsh words in front of the others.

But—

The Elf King and King of Lumin both had odd expressions on their faces.

“Why are you all looking at me like that all of a sudden?”

“It’s nothing.”

“We just saw something a little unusual, that’s all.”

“Hm.”

At their response, I glanced at the young Dragon.

“What were you talking about while I was gone?”

The polite Dragon answered.

“We were discussing whether it wouldn’t be better to improve the rather poor reception being given to Dragons by lower beings.”

Without hesitation, I smacked the back of the Dragon’s head.

I struck so hard that the Dragon’s snout pierced straight into the floor of the audience chamber.

“Attention.”

The polite Dragon quickly raised his head and stiffened up.

“Diplomacy is a place for understanding each other’s cultures and promoting exchange. Even if there’s a clear hierarchy between races, it’s only proper not to look down on the other.”

“I-I did not look down on anyone! If anything, I just meant that if the protector of the world comes and there’s not even a proper banquet to receive them, it could be said by other countries that ‘this kingdom can’t even host properly!’ Since it’s the first time holding a diplomatic event, I thought it was common sense to maintain proper dignity and not get that sort of bad reputation!”

At first glance, it did sound reasonable.

Politics is something where you can’t ignore the eyes of outsiders.

But…….

“That’s only the case when humanity doesn’t have a Common Enemy. That sort of diplomacy is only needed when people are trying to keep each other in check. In a situation like this, where we’re gathering together to cooperate against a Common Enemy, those kinds of tactics are meaningless.”

The polite Dragon asked with a dazed expression.

“Uh……is that so?”

“When did you hear about that so-called common sense of yours, anyway?”

“Roughly four hundred years ago.”

Just as I thought.

“For starters, there’s no one left who remembers the common sense of your era. Even after just a hundred years, people’s standards can change completely, so you shouldn’t expect what you know to match the present.”

“……S-so that’s how it is.”

The polite Dragon made a face of enlightenment.

“Then you know how you should act now, right?”

“I apologize, kings.”

I smacked the back of his head again.

“I’m sorry. I spoke rudely, please forgive me this once.”

He was definitely using honorifics, but there was still something high-handed about him.

Still, the fact that he used honorifics at all was a remarkable step forward, so I turned to the kings.

“What would you like to do?”

“……What do you mean, what do we want to do?”

“Even though I explained the situation to this young Dragon, wrong is wrong. Whether or not to punish him is up to the kings to decide.”

At my words, the Elf King chuckled in amusement.

“If he’s reflected on his mistake himself, I see no reason to say anything more.”

With the Elf King answering first, King Deaurus Lumin pressed his forehead in annoyance as he responded.

“The Special Task Force Captain of the Kingdom of Lumin has already scolded him as much as he deserved. If I were to add further punishment as king, it would be nothing but double jeopardy. Let’s end it here.”

They spoke as if it was no big deal, but I could sense that both the Elf King and King of Lumin were nervously watching each other.

Punishing a Dragon carelessly would be taking on an enormous risk.

If the Dragons took offense and decided to retaliate, there’d be no stopping them.

Of course, in the past this would’ve been unthinkable, but after witnessing the Dragons moving their nests to promote diplomacy, this was no longer just a matter of imagination.

Once I realized this, I understood why I’d been called here.

‘So it’s to make sure the Dragons don’t run wild as they please, huh?’

But if things kept on like this, the initiative in diplomacy would all be pulled to one side.

No matter how amicable diplomacy might be, politics is still politics, and both sides will try to get what they want while giving up as little as possible.

But with such heightened wariness toward the Dragons, diplomacy could easily turn into outright exclusion, so my role was to coordinate things.

“Diplomacy is all about giving and sharing with each other, and discussing routes for cultural exchange.”

At my sudden words, the kings and the Dragon all turned to look at me.

But my role was only to coordinate the initiative in diplomacy.

I had no intention of taking the lead in diplomatic affairs myself.

I turned to the young Dragon.

“Hey, Dragon diplomat. Explain the role the Throne Lord entrusted to you.”

Seeming to realize my intention, the young Dragon turned to the kings with a tense expression.

“The Lord has said that what he wants from the Kingdom of Lumin is the ‘most powerful Experience’. He’s also said he’ll pay a fair price.”

“The most powerful Experience?”

It was a vague and abstract demand.

But that standard was from a human perspective—the Dragons’ standard would be different.

I subtly gave Deaurus a hint.

“You can think of it as asking you to pass on the Experience that the Kingdom of Lumin is best at and most practiced in.”

“Dragons are said to be the guardians of this world. Why do they need such Experience?”

The young Dragon answered.

“I’m afraid that’s confidential, and I can’t reveal it. But I can promise that, thanks to this Experience, you’ll gain only benefit, never harm.”

Deaurus thought for a moment, then spoke.


“What can the Heavenly Palace offer us in exchange?”

“I’ve heard that the Kingdom of Lumin is holding the Frontline of the Outer Region where the Demon Army is running rampant.”

“That’s right.”

“The Knights of the Outer Region are all renowned for being able to take on a hundred enemies each, and the place is called an impenetrable fortress by the monsters. The reputation is so great that even among Dragons of my age, it’s something to aspire to.”

“……That’s quite interesting to hear.”

“It means we’re well aware of just how strong you all are.”

The young Dragon spoke with a serious expression.

“But unlike us Dragons, humans need many things to get through Winter. Isn’t that right?”

At those words, the relaxed look on King Deaurus Lumin’s face began to tighten.

Representing the Dragons, the polite and young diplomat spoke.

“King of Lumin. Winter is coming.”

“The lands of the Elves are fertile, and the Dragons of the Heavenly Palace are strong, so it’s not an issue for us……but is the Kingdom of Lumin all right? From what I know, most of your territory is barren except for a small part. I’ve heard that it’s hard enough for many people just to put food on the table. It seems you’ve managed to get by so far, but I’m predicting that this Winter will be especially tough. How about it?”

Deaurus murmured bitterly.

“You’re hitting where it hurts. That’s what’s been giving me a headache.”

The young Dragon’s eloquence surprised me.

To think he’d use a way of speaking that left a king with no options.

The young Dragon curled one corner of his mouth.

“Safe Supply Lines to continue the war and a large-scale supply of materials to survive the Winter. That’s the price the Heavenly Palace is preparing.”

A successful negotiation is said to be one that leaves the other party with no choice but to accept.

In the end, this young Dragon had shut off all options for the king with a tone that said, ‘If you don’t take this, you’ll die.’

And for the King of Lumin, the calculation was perfectly reasonable.

The moment the Kingdom of Lumin hands over its ‘Experience’, it guarantees its ‘Survival’ through the harsh Winter.

“If you mean the Experience our kingdom is best at and most seasoned in, that would be the art of war and the way of the Knight, or perhaps the spirit of Lumin. But will that really help the Dragons?”

In response to Deaurus’s question, the young Dragon nodded.

“If that’s the ‘most powerful Experience’ you can offer, that’s enough.”

“……Very well. Let’s make the deal.”

King Deaurus Lumin reached out his hand, then hesitated.

Now that he thought about it, how do you shake hands with a Dragon?

While the King was at a loss, the young Dragon lowered her head toward him.

“When we make a deal or exchange promises, we usually touch foreheads, but since this is among humans rather than Dragons, you can just place your hand on my snout to observe your etiquette.”

“……Thank you for your consideration.”

The King of Lumin sealed the deal by placing his hand on the young Dragon’s snout.

I casually asked the Dragon,

“Diplomat.”

“Yes!”

At my call, the Dragon quickly raised her head and stiffened.

“What’s your name?”

“I am Laila Stroper!”

“Your name sounds feminine.”

“I’m female!”

“All right. Your name is long, so I’ll just call you Laila.”

“It’s an honor!”

“Lower your voice. You’re hurting my ears.”

“……Sorry.”

I gazed at the crestfallen Laila and asked,

“Are you returning to the Heavenly Palace after this diplomatic meeting?”

“Yes. I have to go back to report.”

“Don’t go back right away. Stay here for a bit. After all, we still have to discuss how you’ll receive the Experience, and it’d be inefficient for you to come back and forth. Also, when you send your report, I’ll need you to pass on a message from me as well.”

Laila looked troubled.

“Uh, the Lord told me to return immediately, but……”

“Tsk.”

“But, since you’re someone the Lord has recognized, I’m sure it’ll be fine. Yes. Definitely.”

But after seeing my expression, she seemed to sense a threat to her life and hurriedly changed her tune.

Watching this scene unfold, which was more like a comedy than anything else, the Elf King laughed and spoke.

“Now it’s my turn.”

“Hm.”

The King of Lumin, having finished his business with the Heavenly Palace, turned his gaze to the Elf King.

Why had the immortal Elf King suddenly come to the Kingdom of Lumin?

And without any prior notice, at that.

The King of Lumin already knew the situation, but even so, he couldn’t help being on guard at such an unexpected move from the Elf King.

The Elf King said to Deaurus,

“First, I’d like to thank you, King of Lumin.”

“……Thank me?”

“If you hadn’t sent us an envoy, the Elf Kingdom might have fallen into an unprecedented crisis.”

Deaurus’s gaze slid subtly over to me.

But all I could do was shrug.

How could I have known the Elf King would show up before I even had a chance to send my report?

King Deaurus Lumin sighed.

“I haven’t received any report yet, so I’m a bit confused. And as you already know, Elf King, we’ve already committed a diplomatic blunder. In fact, the decision to send an envoy was made by the Special Task Force Captain himself.”

The Elf King nodded.

“That’s true. But that’s something only we need to know, don’t you think?”

With that, the Elf King pulled a box from his robe.

Opening it, he revealed a Ring, finely crafted in the distinct style of the Elves.

“In gratitude for saving the Elf Kingdom, I’ve prepared this gift. How you use it, I’ll leave to the choice of the King of Lumin.”

As soon as he saw the meaning behind the Elf King’s gift, Deaurus’s expression grew serious as he asked,

“What is the price?”


“I’d like for you to ensure that diplomacy with the Elves continues without interruption. After all, we are allies facing the same enemy.”

That’s the way it should be, to help each other in hard times.

The eyes of the immortal, cunning serpent glinted slyly.

For a moment, the urge to jab him flashed through my mind, and I had to quietly flex my fingers.



 
  Chapter 37: The Price of an Elven Bride






Kidnapping

Having discerned the nature of the betrothal gift and its meaning, and imagining the price and future cooperation to come, the King of Lumin looked calmly at the Elf King and asked,

“Elf King. I’m sorry, but for now, I don’t think I can accept this gift.”

“…Oh.”

The Elf King seemed taken aback, as if he hadn’t expected to be refused.

“May I ask your reason?”

“It’s simple. The house hasn’t been properly put in order yet.”

It was a way of saying he hadn’t yet weeded out the Nobles in charge of domestic affairs.

“One can’t just bring a wife into a house that’s not even been properly cleaned, can one?”

Unless all the pests sullying the house were caught and killed, opening exchange with the Elves was out of the question.

The Elf King asked, his gaze turning sharp,

“Have you discovered why the house keeps getting dirtier?”

Deaurus’s gaze flickered to me for a moment.

“The cleaning tools are ready, so now it’s time to find the cause.”

“……Hahaha.”

At that, the Elf King seemed to find the dynamic between myself and the King of Lumin amusing, and laughed.

“Ha, maybe it’s because it’s been a while since I’ve left the forest, but all I see are unexpected situations that make me laugh a lot.”

“They say fortune comes to those who laugh. It’s a good sign.”

At my words, the Elf King laughed even louder.

But after taking a deep breath and setting a solemn expression, the Elf King pushed the betrothal gift toward the King of Lumin again.

“If we help with this cleaning, would you be willing to accept this ‘sincerity’?”

At the sudden, drastic proposal, the King of Lumin frowned.

“…The Elf Kingdom has no such obligation, does it?”

“Why wouldn’t we?”

The Elf King shook his head as he replied.

“The reason your house is dirty is, in the end, the same reason the world is dirty. It’s not just your problem.”

“…Hmm.”

“So as the king who must guide the Elves rightly, I believe that cooperating with you to cure this cancer of the world would lead to a far better outcome. What do you think?”

Those who share a common enemy must unite.

“Haa, if you put it that way, I can’t refuse.”

With the path of diplomacy, cut off for years, reopening, the King of Lumin had no grounds for refusal.

Deaurus received the gift from the Elf King and, with a complex yet grateful look, said,

“I’ll be sure to repay this debt later.”

“That doesn’t sound like something a king should say.”

“I know, but debts must be paid. It would be shameless to just let this pass.”

“…Haha. So this is what it means to be king of the Nation of Knights.”

As the conversation drew to a close, I raised my hand.

All eyes turned to me as I spoke.

“I found a facility similar to the Chimera Research Facility in Marquis Houston’s Domain. What do you think we should do?”

The King Deaurus’s lifeless, fish-like eyes turned to me.

“Did you really have to bring that up here?”

“Since the conversation’s mostly settled, we should get to work right away. I hate dragging things out. Besides, when it comes to cleaning up anything related to the Demon Army, the sooner the better. Wouldn’t you agree?”

The Elf King smiled.

“I agree with that. Do you need any cleaning tools? Since we’ve already promised support, I can send a few people you need right away.”

“That sounds good.”

I never turn down help once it’s been offered.

Anyway, Deaurus was surely aware that the Special Task Force was the best way to utilize the Elves’ cooperation, so it wouldn’t matter if I did as I pleased.

Still, for formality’s sake, I had to move under royal command, so I glanced subtly at Deaurus.

“Haa.”

Noticing my look, Deaurus spoke.

“From this moment, the Special Task Force is authorized to use any and all available support to find and deal with Nobles cooperating with or related to the Demon Army.”

“Orders received.”

Truly, it was like bowing to receive a reward.

This might not be the usual time for such a phrase, but anyway, that’s how it was.

I turned to the Elf King at once.

“Rather than people who would help me directly, I’d prefer friends who can provide indirect assistance.”

“Indirect?”

“If you poke around the Capital Slums, you’ll find a king who leads the gangs there. His name is Toruman, a former Hero. He’s been gathering information in secret, so just tell him you came to help on my behalf.”

At my words, Deaurus shrugged lightly.

“Come to think of it, I heard he intercepted even the diplomatic correspondence from the Elf Kingdom.”

“If I hadn’t opened up to him, I never would have known.”

“……”

At that, Deaurus let out a quiet groan.

Seeing his face mixed with various emotions, I tossed out a remark.

“You should count yourself lucky. No matter how much the Kingdom of Lumin is at the forefront against the Demon Army, there’s no reason a retired Hero should risk everything to protect it. If you ignore that loyalty after receiving it, you’re not human. Don’t you think?”

“…I’ll keep that in mind.”

Toruman Wibeller, officially a retired Hero, was nonetheless a thorn in the side of the Nobles of the Kingdom of Lumin.

He wasn’t formally wanted, but they were always waiting for a chance to catch him if anything went awry.

The odd friction between Toruman and the Nobles of Lumin was still ongoing.

I haven’t seen it myself, but it’s strange to think what could’ve happened during his Hero days to make things so bad between him and the Nobles.

“I think that’s enough talk for now, so I’ll get to work. By the way, Your Majesty, when will you discuss matters with the dragon diplomat again?”

“If it’s about the deal just made, I’ll have to summon the experienced knights or trusted Nobles, so at least tomorrow.”

“Alright. Laila, come with me for a bit.”

“Understood. I’ll meet you outside.”

With that, Laila, who’d been occupying about a quarter of the audience chamber, was wrapped in light and vanished.

So that’s how someone that size managed to get in—she must be able to use space-warping magic.

Leaving the palace, we returned to the building in front of the Special Task Force, and suddenly a great shadow swooped over me.

With a beating of wings, Laila landed at my side.

Thud! Laila touched down and bent her neck toward me.


“What should I do?”

“First, can you send Telepathy Magic to the Lord?”

“It’s possible.”

“Then connect right away.”

Laila closed her eyes and focused, and soon the Mana waves radiating from her sent a storm toward the Heavenly Palace.

When casting Telepathy Magic over long distances, it consumes a lot more Mana, causing such phenomena.

“W-what, what, what was that just now?!”

The gust rattled the Special Task Force building, and Murfin came rushing out, startled.

Seeing the dragon before him, he dropped his jaw.

“…A dragon?”

I gestured for Murfin to keep quiet by putting a finger to my lips.

At my sign, Murfin stiffened and fell silent.

Soon, Laila opened her eyes.

“Connection established.”

“From now on, deliver my words to the Lord exactly as I say them.”

“Yes.”

I took a short breath, then spoke.

“If you were going to move the Heavenly Palace here, couldn’t you have at least told me in advance? What if something happened?”

“…Excuse me?”

Laila looked at me in surprise.

I frowned and said,

“Laila. Your role is to relay the Lord’s words to me exactly as they are.”

“Ah, ah, yes, understood.”

Again, Laila closed her eyes.

After a moment, sweat the size of chicken eggs broke out on her forehead as she spoke.

“The Lord says, ‘Since you left me and went on your own, think of this as a small revenge.'”

“…Wow.”

That old geezer just won’t let it go.

Still, I couldn’t exactly stop him from following.

After all, I was the one who’d asked to open diplomatic relations with the Kingdom of Lumin first.

‘Still, I can’t just sit and take it.’

Thinking through the situation in my head, I spoke.

“In that case, I’ll keep Laila Stroper with me for now. We need to keep connecting with the royal family anyway, and since Telepathy is possible, there’s no need for her to return. Right?”

Laila, who’d sent the Telepathy, soon opened her eyes, pupils quivering.

“T-the Lord says, ‘Originally, I planned to rotate people to build up diplomatic experience, but experience in exceptional situations is needed, too.'”

“…I see.”

You can’t take the Lord’s words at face value.

What he means is, ‘I planned for her to get face-to-face reporting experience for diplomacy, but since you blocked that, give her even more experience instead.’

“Alright. I’ll make sure she gets plenty of experience.”

I accepted the Lord’s request.

Experience is meant to be hard.

But giving someone a crash course for the sake of experience is not so difficult.

Physically or mentally, it’s because I’m the superior.

While I was pondering how to put this female dragon to work, Murfin approached.

“Just what is going on? I’d like an explanation.”

“She’s the Special Task Force’s Guest.”

At that, both Murfin and Laila looked at me.

“Excuse me?”

“Yes?”

I curled my lips up at Laila’s puzzled look and replied,

“Being a Guest doesn’t just mean freeloading. It means you have to work hard at what I tell you to do in exchange for eating meals.”

“Ah, yes.”

Laila’s pupils trembled anxiously.

I turned to Murfin.

“Murfin, did you introduce Thrall to the Special Task Force?”

“…More or less. But there’s not much to introduce, right? Ever since it was formed, we’ve just been filling the roster, with no real activities.”

“That’s good enough. It’s time to get to work.”

Growl.

At that moment, my stomach roared for food.

Now that I think of it, I’d arrived long after mealtime and hadn’t eaten a thing yet.

I recalled the promise I’d once made with Thrall.

“Murfin.”

“Yes.”

“Gather the whole Special Task Force. Tell Thrall to come, too. And let the Slums King know we want a recommendation for a good place to eat.”

“…Are you calling Mr. Toruman as well?”

“Yeah. Call everyone.”

I grinned broadly.

“We’ll be seeing each other often, so it’s best to get familiar faces early.”

“Understood.”

As Murfin went inside, I asked Laila casually,

“By the way, can you not use Polymorph yet? If you’re going to walk around town, you’ll stand out too much in that form.”

I’d asked last time, but just to be sure, I asked again.

Laila shook her head.

“Unfortunately, Polymorph is an 8th-tier spell, so it’s still a bit much for me.”

It wasn’t that she hadn’t learned it—it was that she couldn’t learn it yet.

“Then how does Thrall maintain a human form?”

If the other young dragons can’t do it, Thrall shouldn’t be able to, either.

So how is Thrall able to stay in human form?

“Maybe the Lord cast it directly? At least, I can’t imagine anyone but him using magic on that one.”

“Is it possible to control like that?”

“If Thrall decides to return to dragon form, it’ll be released immediately. Of course, once it’s undone, she won’t be able to return to human form until the Lord recasts the spell.”

“Hmm.”

She could break the spell at will.

Then, does that mean Thrall doesn’t want to return to her dragon form?

Perhaps so.

Maybe she doesn’t have any pride as a dragon, since she couldn’t fit into dragon society—or maybe there’s another reason.

‘I shouldn’t pry carelessly into that.’

I had a strong feeling it was a landmine.

Earning trust from a dragon requires far more caution than dealing with people.

Unlike humans, dragons’ mental growth is extremely slow, so if you mess up, you could trigger a far more extreme reaction.

Between those who live for eternity and those who live for an instant, there is always an unbridgeable gap.

“We’re ready.”

After a while, Murfin appeared, leading Beatrice and Thrall.

“And Toruman?”

“I just contacted him with communication magic. He said if we come to the center of the Slums, he’ll find us.”


“Alright, let’s go.”

With the members of the Special Task Force, I headed for the center of the Slums.

“It seems Elena has been kidnapped.”

And so, the King of the Slums, who was supposed to tell us about the best restaurant, dropped a bombshell.
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Intoxicated Daughter

“Elena has been kidnapped? What do you mean by that?!”

The first to react was none other than Murfin.

His only remaining family, his little sister, being kidnapped—this was a grave matter to him.

“…It seems she was ambushed. I had entrusted her protection to people I believed reliable, but when I went after receiving your message, they were all dead.”

I spoke to Thrall.

“Sorry. It looks like we’ll have to eat later.”

“It’s alright, brother. This isn’t the time for that—let’s deal with this first.”

Thankfully, Thrall simply nodded, seemingly fine with the change.

Unlike other dragons, the kid’s a good soul—what a relief.

From above, Laila, who had been listening in, sent me a telepathic message.

[Who exactly has been kidnapped?]

Since I couldn’t use magic, I signaled Laila to come down.

A massive shadow fell over the entire slum, sending the people outside into panic. Some screamed, others hid inside buildings as if seeking shelter.

Fortunately, the center of the slum was spacious enough for a safe landing.

“Our subordinate’s been kidnapped.”

“Aha.”

Laila nodded, seeming to understand, but then tilted her head.

“Did the kidnapper have a death wish? Is this some sort of new suicide method, or what?”

“Well, it may not be such a simple story.”

“Huh?”

Leaving behind Laila’s puzzled expression, I turned to Toruman.

“Any traces?”

“We are currently tracking them with the help of the spirits.”

“You can handle spirits too?”

“To some extent.”

“…You haven’t pinpointed a location at all?”

Toruman swallowed hard, his face grave.

“Tracing the kidnappers’ path, it seems to lead to Marquis Houston’s domain. But beyond that, we lose the trail.”

“Wait, the trail goes to Marquis Houston’s territory? That doesn’t make sense.”

There was no direct route from the Capital to Marquis Houston’s domain.

You’d have to pass through several small villages along the way.

“It seems magic was used.”

“…A type of spatial magic, then.”

If that’s the case, it makes sense that the spirits would identify Marquis Houston’s domain as the destination.

Spirits convey what’s etched into the earth’s memory, after all.

Still…

“You know quite a lot about handling spirits, don’t you?”

Normally, spirits don’t care for human affairs—many of them can’t even understand place names we use.

Toruman gave a short laugh.

“They’ve been with me all my life. They know a lot.”

“Good, I suppose… though it’s also a bit too convenient.”

“…That’s true.”

Come to think of it, Elena had recently reported discovering a facility resembling a Chimera Research Facility near Marquis Houston’s territory.

And the kidnapping happened immediately after I received her report?

It would be strange not to be suspicious.

“Well, that makes it simple. We just go to the Marquisate, beat up the lord, and take our comrade back, right?” Laila interjected from the side.

I shook my head.

“That’s why I said it might not be so simple.”

“Huh?”

I looked at Toruman, Murfin, and Beatrice.

“What do you all think?”

Murfin answered first.

“I can’t shake the odd feeling about this.”

“It’s definitely strange, but I can’t put my finger on what’s off…”

“Hmm.”

Toruman let out a groan and voiced the closest thing to an answer.

“It feels very deliberate. Artificial, even.”

I nodded.

“My thoughts exactly.”

Jerni Houston is an honorary knight sworn to the King.

She’s one of the three strongest knights in the Kingdom of Lumin, not counting the King himself.

“Even if a Chimera Research Facility was built near her domain, that doesn’t automatically implicate Marquis Houston. Besides, Jerni Houston is known as an Honorary Knight, one of the strongest Three Knights. Rumors aside, she’s never once violated the knight’s code.”

If someone like her had been exposed, there would be nothing for her to gain by kidnapping Elena.

So, for now, I need to rule out Jerni Houston as a suspect.

That leaves only one likely reason for Elena’s abduction.

‘Me.’

A scheme by the Demon Army to draw me in by using my subordinate, Elena.

The chances of that are starting to look quite high.

Especially since no one in the Kingdom of Lumin has uncovered who is collaborating with the Demon Army yet.

If Elena’s kidnapping is also meant as a distraction…

“They’re buying time.”

“…Time?”

“For the full administrative authority of the Special Task Force to be enacted, all five members—including me, the captain—must be present.”

I’m talking about the basic administrative rights here.

And if those rights aren’t fully activated, the entire function of the Special Task Force is suspended.

To truly wield our authority, we need to have at least the minimum number of operatives present.

If these fundamental rules aren’t followed, it’s easy to become a target among the political aristocrats.

“Alright. Looks like we’ll need to infiltrate.”


“…Infiltrate?”

I nodded at Beatrice’s mutter.

“Yes. It’s something we’ll be facing often as the Special Task Force, so we may as well get used to it now.”

Thrall gently tugged at my sleeve.

“Does that mean… I’m coming too?”

“Yes, Thrall. You’re coming with us.”

“Hmm, I don’t really get it, but I’ll do my best.”

“Don’t worry too much. For now, just do as I say.”

Toruman let out a low groan.

“Do you need any help?”

“I do.”

“What do you need?”

“All members of the Special Task Force will be leaving the Capital. If anything goes wrong, let me know as quickly as possible.”

“How?”

“You can handle spirits, can’t you? Assign one to me or something.”

“I’ll do that.”

With those words, Toruman muttered something into the air. A faint light appeared and seeped onto my shoulder.

“I’ve linked you to the Spirit of the Earth. If I need to send a direct message, it’ll pop up from the ground, so be prepared.”

“I’ll remember that.”

As we were about to leave, Murfin asked,

“Should I arrange for a carriage right away?”

I shook my head.

“No, not necessary. Time is of the essence if we’re to rescue Elena. We can’t waste it traveling by carriage.”

Murfin nodded in agreement, though his face still looked puzzled.

“Then how do you intend for us to travel?”

Smiling like a teacher receiving a good question, I turned my gaze to the hulking lizard by my side.

“Laila. Do you know the coordinates for Marquis Houston’s domain?”

“No, I don’t.”

“Then it can’t be helped. I’ll need to borrow your back.”

“Huh? All of a sudden?”

“What choice do we have? We’re in a hurry, and since you don’t know the coordinates, you can’t use spatial magic. So it’s much faster for you to just fly us there than for us to take a carriage.”

“…I mean, that’s… not wrong.”

Laila’s pupils trembled.

She looked unsure if this was really okay.

“Um, what about my diplomatic duties? Is it alright for me to leave right now?”

“The King called for you tomorrow anyway, didn’t he? Besides, you’ve already memorized the coordinates for here, so you can just bring us over and return right away.”

“…That’s true.”

Laila seemed out of excuses and finally let out a sigh, lowering her body.

“Hurry up and get on. Didn’t you say time was short?”

“Thank you.”

I got on first, then Thrall in front, Beatrice and Murfin climbed up behind.

No matter how young she is, a dragon’s sheer size means she can carry up to eight adults like us with ease.

“Be careful.”

“We will.”

With Toruman seeing us off, I quickly left the Capital behind.

Marquis Houston’s domain is rather lacking in grain fields compared to other territories.

Most of their food is brought in from outside, and more than half the domain is used as a training ground for soldiers, with a focus on raising the quality of their troops.

It’s known as a territory where knights come for training.

As such, most of those stationed here are either aspiring to join the Order of the Royal Knights or are knights retired from the Order.

That means this place is packed with people who take pride and honor in their loyalty to the royal family.

Clang!

“Ah, again today?”

“Yeah, again.”

But the knights, who should have been serving with pride, exchanged looks of irritation as they passed duties, glancing toward the direction of a breaking dish.

“What’s with her lately?”

“How would I know? The atmosphere’s been tense lately, more than ever. You know, right? No one’s seen Lady Jerni these past months. She used to patrol the territory now and then, but that hasn’t happened in ages.”

“…Wait. So the rumors are true? Something really happened to the Marquis?”

“I’d like to believe it’s just a conspiracy theory, but you never know. Why do you think Lady Theresa has ended up like this? So just stay out of trouble for now. One knight tried to lecture Lady Theresa recently and ended up seriously injured.”

“Damn it. What the hell’s going on?”

Crash!

Suddenly, the door of the inn was blasted open.

The knights in the middle of their shift handover froze at the deafening noise.

“Hic. What’re you going to do if you break all the furniture~ urp.”

The stench of alcohol filled the air as a woman, drunk out of her mind in broad daylight, staggered about.

Blue hair, completely lost to intoxication.

Yet, even in that state, the sword hanging from her waist gleamed with a constant shine.

Though it wasn’t even sheathed, the weapon looked as if it was always well cared for—almost like it was under some spell.

The knights and others who knew her true identity were careful to avoid the gaze of the drunken woman.

A single mistake and you might find yourself cut down by that sword.

“Damn. What a mess. What a damn mess. Is there nothing easy in life? Hah. To hell with it!”

She emptied her bottle in one breath and flung it at the ground, shattering it into glass dust that scattered across the floor.

What absurd strength.

The blue-haired woman, Theresa, ignored the tension around her and walked at her own pace.

Though she was unsteady on her feet, no one dared step in her path or speak to her.

Only when she disappeared from sight did the knights exhale, having held their breath the whole time.


“Whew, she’s even worse today.”

The knights wore relieved expressions—thankful to have survived another day.

Watching the utterly drunken state of Theresa Houston, I muttered quietly.

“What’s up with her this time?”
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Theresa Houston

After dropping Laila near the Marquisate of Houston and even—well, not extorting, but politely asking her to cast a Concealment Spell, the Special Task Force members and I slipped past the guards and successfully infiltrated deep into the domain.

But the first thing we saw as soon as we got in was the daughter of the lord leading the marquisate, completely drunk out of her mind, muttering, “Life is a mess.”

“Looks like something happened here.”

At Murfin’s words, I nodded quietly.

Theresa Houston.

She is the daughter of Marchioness Jerni Houston and became a knight out of admiration for her mother.

She was one of the knights who joined when I was active in the resistance, and she held her own in her own way.

But there was no reason for us to cross paths in any meaningful way, and with me always busy fighting the Demon Army, I never really had the chance to check up on her.

“I’ll look into it later. For now, finding Elena’s whereabouts takes priority.”

The spirits handled by Toruman said this:

Elena’s trail had vanished here, in the Houston estate.

Which means, if we’re going to find her, this is where we need to start.

“Murfin.”

“Yes?”

“Do you remember where the Chimera Research Facility Elena identified is located?”

“I can head there right away, but… may I ask why you’re bringing that up now?”

“Rather than searching blindly, it’s better to start somewhere we’re likely to find some trace.”

The biggest reason Elena was kidnapped was probably me, but if I had to point out the next most likely cause, it would be her discovery of the Chimera Research Facility.

Besides that, there was no immediate reason for anyone to target Elena.

So, if we found some other clue near there that didn’t belong to Elena, we could use that as a lead to track her down.

“Lead the way. Beatrice and Thrall, stay alert and keep watch on the surroundings. Even though we’re using a Concealment Spell, the enemy could still be the Demon Army. Always keep in mind there could be demons capable of seeing through it.”

“Yes, brother.”

“Hah. I’d rather they just attack us head-on than make us sneak around like this.”

Thrall simply nodded, while Beatrice pouted and grumbled.

But if you tried to understand every little thing like that, you wouldn’t be fit to be a leader.

I ignored her grumbling and followed Murfin down a rocky path a short distance from the estate.

It was a strange path—close to the lord’s castle, yet oddly distant from the rest of the domain.

But as the saying goes, “it’s darkest under the lamp.”

This was an ideal spot to hide a Chimera Research Facility.

‘Still, can’t jump to conclusions.’

It’s too soon to make any rash judgments.

We can’t know for sure whether this Chimera Research Facility is actually connected to the Marquis of Houston until we have concrete evidence.

To find that out, we’d have to search the inside.

“This way.”

How long had we been walking?

Following Murfin’s guidance, we found a narrow passageway in the heart of the woods.

“What’s this?”

“It’s a Chimera Laboratory Vent. Elena found it while searching this area. When she went inside, she discovered it was connected to the Chimera Laboratory.”

“…She actually went in here?”

It was a tight squeeze, hardly enough for a person to fit.

How on earth…?

“She crawled in herself.”

“…”

I glanced between Elena’s slight frame and the vent.

‘Well, I suppose she could squeeze in if she really tried.’

But even if she managed to enter, moving around in there must have been terribly uncomfortable.

I gave her the codename “little cat,” but I didn’t mean for her to act like an actual cat.

“Yes?”

Ah, I must have muttered that out loud.

“It’s nothing. By the way, is there any other entrance?”

Changing the subject, Murfin nodded and replied,

“There’s a main entrance as well. When Elena found this, the place was empty, so we can just go that way if you prefer.”

“Then why did we come here first instead of going straight there?”

“I thought there might be some trace of my little sister left here.”

He doesn’t let anything slip by.

But it made sense, so I nodded.

I really am a generous boss.

“Lead the way.”

Apparently not finding any sign of his sister, Murfin turned and continued without regret.

Not long after we passed behind the rocky path, an entrance appeared, cloaked by an Enchantment of Concealment.

Murfin stepped forward.

“Please wait a moment. I’ll undo the spell…”

“No, we’re short on time. Step aside.”

I pushed Murfin back and stepped forward, summoning the Holy Sword and swinging it at the Enchantment of Concealment.

No sound was heard, but I felt the sensation of mana being sliced.

Soon, the entrance to the cave revealed itself like a mouth opening wide.

“Beatrice.”

“Hm?”

“Stand guard here. If anything happens, call for me immediately.”

Beatrice frowned.

“How deep do you think that cave is? Will you be able to hear my voice?”

“Don’t worry.”

I tapped my ear and answered,

“No matter how far apart we are, I’ll always hear your voice.”

“…Fine.”

Beatrice averted her gaze and turned her back to me.

“Hurry up and come out. It’s boring out here.”

“Depending on what I find inside, I’ll consider it.”


I took the lead and entered the cave.

As soon as I walked past where the light couldn’t reach, it became pitch dark.

“O Sun God, grant me light.”

The Flame of the Sun God flickered to life on the Holy Sword I summoned.

It made for a perfect lantern, so I held it out in front of me and pressed forward.

Before long, a large chamber appeared, along with the Chimera Research Facility.

The first thing I saw as I entered was the Glass Chamber meant to hold chimeras, and from the corpse of the monster inside, there was no denying the connection to the Demon Army.

Just recently, it became known that a noble had colluded with the demons and killed Captain of the First Knights’ Order Reinhardt in front of the king.

Thinking about the connection between the Demon Army and Chimera Research Facilities revealed at that time, it’s practically an official fact now that “Chimera Research Facility = Demon Army involvement.”

“Seems like there’s no one here.”

I had ordered surveillance on Elena, but she was abducted before anyone could be assigned, so it made sense there would be no one left behind.

As Murfin looked around for clues, I shone the Holy Sword to see if there was anything worth noting nearby.

Judging by the amount of dust, it had been left abandoned for quite a while, but the place didn’t seem that old—most of the equipment looked relatively intact.

“Hm. Not many obvious traces.”

Nothing else seemed out of the ordinary.

How long did we search the inside like that?

“Hmm?”

While investigating the area, I noticed a spot on the corner of a table where the dust had been wiped away.

“Murfin. Take a look at this.”

“Did you find something?”

Murfin came over, and I pointed the Holy Sword at the mark.

He examined it with a serious look.

“Someone’s been here. And…”

“Relatively recently.”

Looking at the disturbed dust and the footprints left behind, I paused to think.

“Seems like someone was hiding here.”

“…Hiding.”

Murfin muttered, narrowing his eyes.

“Elena hid here? That doesn’t really make sense.”

“Exactly. If she had to hide, she would’ve reported it already.”

Which means, whoever was hiding here—it wasn’t Elena.

As Murfin slowly followed the trail, Thrall spoke up beside me.

“Um… There’s a piece of cloth hanging over there, where the footprints lead.”

“Hm?”

Following where Thrall pointed, I saw a torn piece of cloth caught on a jagged edge of the wall, fluttering slightly.

Murfin approached and checked it, frowning quietly.

“Captain. This might sound strange, but… may I say something?”

“What is it?”

“This piece of clothing… I think it was torn from what Lady Theresa Houston was wearing.”

“…Hm?”

I looked at Murfin with a puzzled expression.

“How can you be so sure?”

“When we passed her earlier, I caught a glimpse—it was torn in the same spot. Most noble attire has frills, and this cloth looks like it’s from that part.”

“Which part did you see?”

“Her leg. Left side.”

“I see.”

When I saw Theresa, that was the one part hidden from view.

This Murfin guy, he’s far more observant than I thought.

“So, that means Theresa Houston saw something here.”

“Seems so.”

If the Chimera Research Facility had truly been abandoned, Theresa Houston would have had no reason to hide herself.

The fact that she did hide means someone else was here, and that she ran so hastily her clothing was torn suggests she may have been discovered.

But right now, Theresa is drinking herself silly and making a scene in the domain as if nothing happened.

‘…No, wait.’

Come to think of it, I remembered something the guards said as I passed by.

‘She’s been acting even more extreme than usual today.’

So what’s the reason for that?

A short moment of thought, and the conclusion was clear.

“All right. We’re done with clue-hunting. Time for the next step.”

“Next step?”

“What else could it be, given the situation?”

I started walking toward the exit with Murfin and Thrall.

“We’re going to confront Theresa Houston.”



“Hoo. Finally starting to sober up.”

Still drunk, Theresa wandered aimlessly through the streets before finally sitting down to rest on a deserted bench.

Since rumors about her had already spread everywhere, she could rest undisturbed wherever she pleased.

‘What now…?’

Theresa frowned as she recalled what she’d seen not long ago.

The whole uproar over the Captain of the First Knights’ Order colluding with the Demon Army.

At the heart of it all was the Chimera Research Facility.

And now, the very same facility, previously only a rumor, had been found here in the Houston estate.

Could her mother, the lord, really have been unaware of such a massive structure?

Even if there was truly no connection to the Demon Army, it was still a problem.

Pulling off such a construction without any permission or being discovered was itself a clear crime.

Jerni Houston was not someone to overlook that.

There’s a reason she’s called an Honor Knight.

She’s even more obsessive about handling administrative work by the book than the Swordmaster King himself.

There’s no way she would’ve ignored such a blatant violation.

But…

‘There’s a Chimera Research Facility, but no sign it’s ever been used.’

No clues who made it, or how it was used.

There was a monster’s corpse in a Glass Chamber, but even the reason it was left in that state was a mystery.

It was simply built and abandoned.

If someone had at least used it, she could have pleaded ignorance.

After all, she carried the title of Honor Knight.

But this Chimera Research Facility was built and never used.

It seemed obvious whoever built it tried to cover it up before it could cause trouble.

But why did it have to be in the Houston estate?

If things went wrong, Jerni Houston could be held responsible for the Chimera Research Facility.

‘If only Mother would wake up, it’d all be solved in no time…’

Two months ago, after Jerni Houston suddenly collapsed, everything in the domain began to fall apart.

Worse, not only had Jerni Houston fallen ill, but she’d also strictly ordered Theresa, who held no authority over the domain, not to reveal her condition to outsiders.

Because of this, Theresa found herself unable to do anything, even though she wanted to.

No matter that she was the marquis’s daughter—defying the domain’s rightful lord was impossible.

‘But what if all of this was planned?’

But as things kept getting worse, Theresa was starting to imagine even impossible scenarios.

‘What if Mother really was the one who built the Chimera Research Facility?’

She kept telling herself that couldn’t be, but a vague sense of dread was gnawing away at her.

Just then, Theresa’s eyes flashed and she swung the sword at her waist to the side.

A child at the tip of her sword waved a hand and spoke.

“Why not calm down? Something good happen?”


Theresa gulped quietly as she looked at the boy, who looked much younger than herself, standing at the tip of her sword.

‘When did he get so close…?’

Owen, Captain of the Special Task Force of the Kingdom of Lumin, gazed at Theresa with interest.

“Oh, you’ve got quite the eye for reading your opponent. That’s not easy at your age.”



 
  
    Chapter 40: The Blade at My Nose






Special Task Force Authority

Finding Theresa was a very simple matter.

She was so notorious in town that you could find her with just a little bit of asking around.

Of course…….

‘I’d recommend you don’t go near her if you can help it.’

‘Hey, kid. She’s in a foul mood right now, how about you try meeting her another time? What? You have something to tell her? Don’t come crying to me if you get stabbed. Got it?’

‘I’m busy. Get going. Shoo~ I don’t know where she is.’

Every time I tried to look for her, not only did I hear bad things about Theresa, but there were even people who tried to push me away.

From what I heard, she used to be fine not too long ago, but it seems she’s changed suddenly since about two months ago.

“Who are you?”

Sweating nervously, Theresa eyed me warily. I answered as I caught the blade she had thrust right up to my nose.

“Owen, Captain of the Special Task Force under direct command of the Royal Family of the Kingdom of Lumin.”

“……Special Task Force? That’s a name I haven’t heard before.”

“It’s a newly formed unit.”

“What do you people do?”

I curled my lips up in a smirk and answered.

“Noble Oversight.”

“……What?”

Theresa’s face went deathly pale.

“Ah, no way. That can’t be…… Royal Oversight, really, did my mother actually…?”

She suddenly started muttering all sorts of things, and since the atmosphere felt oddly dangerous, I added a word.

“I haven’t accused anyone of anything yet. In fact, I came here today for a matter unrelated to my official duties, so you don’t need to worry about that.”

Theresa’s shoulders twitched as she asked.

“Something other than your official duties?”

“I’m looking for someone.”

For the sake of continuing the conversation, I asked without much expectation.

“She’s a small girl, blonde, looks about my age. Her eyes are sharp like a cat’s, and she looks like she could hiss at any moment.”

“……That’s oddly specific in a weird way.”

“It’s the truth, so what can I do? So, have you seen a girl like that?”

Theresa frowned as she replied.

“I’m not sure if it’s the same person you’re looking for, but I have seen someone like that.”

“……Oh.”

I didn’t expect her to actually know anything.

“Where did you see her?”

“I can’t tell you that.”

Theresa’s face twisted subtly as she said so.

I quietly guessed at the meaning behind her words, then asked softly.

“Are you sure you want to say that? After hearing what kind of group we are?”

Saying ‘I can’t tell you’ implied that she did know where, and that it was likely somewhere directly connected to her own family.

Whether or not the person was really Elena, it was still worth looking into, since blonde hair wasn’t exactly common.

“I once heard a rumor.”

“A rumor?”

“That a few months back, a boy summoned everyone in the Royal Family and wielded the Holy Sword to catch a noble who was colluding with the Demon Race.”

Theresa withdrew her blade, her eyes narrowing.

“That was you, wasn’t it?”

I smiled as I countered.

“Do you believe the rumor?”

“It’s not that hard to believe. The description matches exactly with what I heard.”

Theresa gave a weak smile.

“Besides, at this point, I want to believe in anything.”

I suppose that’s understandable.

Judging by her state, she seemed far too burdened for someone her age.

“What happened?”

“If I tell you, will you be able to help?”

“I’ll hear you out, at least.”

Theresa clicked her tongue quietly.

But it didn’t seem like she truly wanted to hide it, because she opened her mouth to speak not long after.

“Fine. I’ll tell you. But I’d rather not talk about it here—can we go somewhere else?”

Now that I looked, people nearby were glancing at us from the corners of their eyes.

I must look like a kid approaching someone he shouldn’t, so of course they were paying attention.

I nodded and said.

“Tell me here. I’ll protect you.”

“……What?”

Theresa looked at me in disbelief.

“Why should I trust you?”

“You said you believed the rumor, didn’t you? That’s why you’re even willing to share your situation with me.”

“That’s different.”

“It is. Rumors get exaggerated all the time.”

I summoned the Holy Sword and gripped it in one hand.

“But whatever you’re worried about, it’s none of my business. I’m busy.”

“…….”

Theresa’s gaze sharpened as if she was looking at a lunatic.

“It might actually be safer for you to speak here.”

“Why?”

“I can’t tell you that.”

“……What the hell.”

Theresa gave a hopeless sigh, then relented.

“Fine. I’ll tell you. It’s not like there’s any way out for me, anyway.”

With that, Theresa finally let out the trouble she’d been holding inside.


“My mother collapsed.”

About ten minutes later, I summed up her story in a single sentence.

“So you’re saying you can’t tell whether Jerni Houston really created a Chimera Research Facility, and now you’re being eaten up with suspicion. That’s it, right.”

Even if Jerni Houston hadn’t made the Chimera Research Facility, it was still a problem.

If someone was targeting Marquis Houston’s Domain and orchestrated all this, Theresa, who lacked authority, wouldn’t be able to do anything about it.

No wonder she’d been drinking in the daytime.

But…….

“There’s one thing you haven’t told me, isn’t there?”

“……What are you talking about?”

Instead of answering, I pulled a torn piece of cloth from my pocket and held it out to her.

“This was found at the Chimera Research Facility. Look familiar?”

“…….”

“I already know you were hiding there.”

I subtly checked the area near her leg—exactly where Murfin said he saw her.

Perhaps conscious of my gaze, Theresa slowly pulled the torn cloth behind her back.

“Ugh.”

She groaned, realizing she’d been completely found out.

“Ha. Fine. I’ll tell you everything. I’ll say it all.”

“You’d better not hide anything this time.”

I pressed the torn piece of cloth into her hand.

“If I can’t get an accurate grasp of the situation, I’ll have no choice but to take the strictest measures.”

“……Are you saying you’ll report our family?”

“Depending on how you talk, I might not even wait for that and just start swinging my sword myself. The Special Task Force exists for that reason.”

“……Ha, what nonsense. Do you really think you can handle that?”

I narrowed my eyes.

“Jerni Houston, the Lady of the House, has collapsed. Do you really think I can’t take care of a noble house without a lord?”

“……Still, our family is a Marquis. Isn’t that a bit arrogant?”

“I raised hell in front of your king.”

“…….”

“Did you really think that stuffy king would have allowed me to dance with my sword in the Noble Hearing Chamber in front of all those nobles of his own free will?”

Theresa swallowed with a hardened expression.

“Okay, okay. I’ll tell you, so stop looking at me like that.”

She let out a sigh, then took a deep breath and began to speak.

“It was dark, so I didn’t see it clearly, but while I was secretly investigating the Chimera Research Facility, a light suddenly appeared in the middle.”

“Wait, why were you investigating the facility?”

“Well, if I didn’t, my mother would’ve been framed for something ridiculous. She’s an Honor Knight, so I doubt she was actually involved, but you never know with people.”

“Mm, true, I can’t deny that. So what was the light you saw?”

“It was magic. Space movement magic.”

“……Oh?”

That was interesting.

I quietly waited for her to continue, and Theresa closed her eyes, recalling the events of that day.

“There were three people who appeared via spatial movement. One had their hood pulled deep over their face, one was hidden so I couldn’t see, and the last one was the blonde girl you asked about.”

“……Hmm.”

If it got this specific, then it had to be Elena.

“The one who cast the magic was the hooded one. He spoke as if he knew the internal layout of the estate’s keep perfectly.”

With that, I could narrow down the list of suspects.

Someone among the servants, knights, or other members of the family who were active inside the keep.

But just because the pool was smaller didn’t mean I could pin down the culprit.

“The one I couldn’t see felt incredibly ominous. Even their voice was broken and raspy.”

“Did you hear what the two of them talked about?”

Theresa shook her head.

“I tried, but I was discovered and had to run.”

I gave her a puzzled look and asked.

“But didn’t you say you knew the whereabouts of the blonde girl? If you haven’t seen her since then, how do you know where she is?”

Theresa frowned as she answered.

“As they were chasing after me that day, I heard them mention where they’d be keeping her.”

“And that place was directly connected to your family?”

“……Yeah.”

“You managed to escape, huh.”

At my words, Theresa grimaced.

“It felt more like they let me go on purpose.”

“……They let you go?”

“I can guess why. There was nothing to be gained by catching me, and nothing to lose by letting me escape.”

“……Ah.”

I could picture in my mind the most troublesome part of Theresa’s situation.

“You’re really isolated in your family, aren’t you.”

“I won’t deny it. I’m the sort of daughter who drinks in the daytime, after all. It’d be weird if I weren’t an outcast.”

If the ones who took Elena knew about both Theresa’s and Jerni Houston’s situations, then they would’ve realized there was no point in chasing her, and so changed their plans.

That meant those people were likely hiding inside the Houston Family.

‘Now that I think about it, there’s been no mention of who’s acting as regent right now.’

Usually, if the lord is incapacitated, someone has to take over those duties. But no matter how I look at it, Theresa has no such authority.

And it didn’t seem like anyone else was acting in her stead.

‘Hmm, guess I’ll just have to catch those bastards first and think about the rest later.’

Just then, Theresa looked around as if she’d realized something.

“……But isn’t it getting weirdly quiet around here?”

Just as she said, the number of people passing by had noticeably dropped.

“It is strange…….”

Screee!

I cut myself off mid-sentence, swinging the Holy Sword at something whistling through the air toward us.

Clang!

The blade bounced off the Holy Sword and clattered to the ground.

“What the—what just flew by…?”

“Murfin, Beatrice, capture them.”

At my words, Murfin and Beatrice, who had been watching from behind the building, leapt out and dashed at the assailant who’d thrown the blade.

“Urgh?!”

Murfin tripped the attacker, and Beatrice stomped on their back, pressing her sword to their nape.

“Don’t move.”

The assailant, who’d thrown the blade, suddenly jerked his head as if his neck was rusted, twisting all the way around to stare at Beatrice.

“Ku, ku, kuk, kukk.”

“…Ugh, step back!”

Seeing his bloodshot eyes, Beatrice immediately retreated, warning Murfin behind her.

Murfin quickly moved back as well, when suddenly the assailant’s body swelled up and exploded.

I deflected the flying chunks of flesh coming toward me and Theresa with the Holy Sword, while Beatrice and Murfin, now covered in blood, grimaced.

“What the hell was that?”

“They were being controlled.”

I noticed there was no sign of anyone else in the area and curled my lips into a smirk.

“A Demon Race bastard with mind control powers must’ve evacuated the humans from the danger zone.”

Now this was getting interesting.

A Demon Race being who had abandoned their humanity wouldn’t do something like that for no reason.

And right after Theresa started to open up about her troubles, there was a sudden attack?

“Theresa Houston.”

“Y-yeah?”

“We’re going to your house right now.”

“My house? To our house?”

“Yes.”


When someone goes this far out of their way to reveal themselves, not tracking them down would be a waste.

Besides, it’s the perfect place for those who kidnapped Elena to be hiding.

Two birds with one stone, or more like killing two at once.

“Special Task Force. As of now, I’m starting an investigation of the Houston Family estate.”
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