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  Chapter 1: Sea, breathe


The day after my discharge, war broke out.

The Holy Spirit Kingdom launched a preemptive strike. 

I don’t know the exact reason. 

What mattered was how our country responded. 

Instead of diplomatic protests or negotiations, the Magic Nation’s government declared merciless retaliation.

Before I could even collect my thoughts, less than half a day later, a draft notice arrived.

“Ah.”

One day after becoming a reservist, I was being recalled.

I would rather go to graduate school twice than deal with this again.

But lamenting wouldn’t change anything. 

I sighed and checked the notice.

Frontline duty.

If I stayed like this, I would be dragged off and end my life as cannon fodder.

However, it wasn’t like there was no way out.

[If you wish to be commissioned as a non-commissioned officer or officer, please visit your nearest military affairs office.]

I quickly grabbed my coat and headed out.

“In times of war, there’s an increased demand for officers. If you meet the conditions, it might be better to be commissioned as one.”

“Is it possible to change military branches?”

“Yes, of course.”

The Air Force.

To survive, I had to get into the Air Force, no matter what.

I received a booklet listing military specialties and opened it.

I felt a pang of self-pity as I browsed the re-enlistment paths as if I were choosing from a restaurant menu, but there was no other choice. 

My life was at stake.

[(Specialty) Magic Stone Officer]

A position responsible for producing, maintaining, and managing military magic stones and artifacts.

I vaguely knew of its existence. 

I had looked into it when I was deciding whether to enlist as a soldier or be commissioned as an officer. 

In the end, I chose to enlist because of the shorter service period… 

Damn it, who could’ve known it would turn out like this?

“Can I apply for this specialty?”

The civil servant left and returned shortly with a tablet.

“Magic Stone Officer is a specialized position, so if you don’t meet the qualifications, you can’t apply. It requires at least a master’s degree in magic stone studies and a second-class national mage license. Do you meet those requirements?”

“Yes, I do.”

“Let’s verify your information. Please place your hand on the tablet.”

As I placed my hand on the slate, my personal information quickly appeared on the connected screen. 

After a few seconds, the verification was complete.

“Confirmed. You’re eligible to enlist as a specialist officer.”

A smile spread across my face.

Whether it was a smile of relief, self-mockery, or just the expression of someone who had finally lost it, I wasn’t quite sure.

But the fact that I had to go to the military a second time remained unchanged.

“Kids, Dad’s going again.”

After saying goodbye to my carefully cherished pet rocks, I re-enlisted.

“You’re much better than the others. Were you experienced?”

“I completed a few defense industry projects while earning my degree.”

“Hey, we’ve got an ace here. Make sure to take care of him.”

All in all, those two months were extremely fulfilling. 

Most of all, I lived near the capital during training, and nothing could beat that convenience.

At the time, I thought I would serve in the rear and get discharged without any issues.

But who could’ve predicted?

That I would beat the slim odds and be assigned to the frontline.

“Welcome to the 8th Fleet.”

A small archipelago far south, away from the mainland.

The airbase under the joint command of the naval and air forces stationed there was my new workplace.

Of all the Air Force units, I had been sent to the one closest to enemy lines.

The situation wasn’t ideal, but I decided to think positively. 

Well, at least I got a big promotion.

But then.

“I’m General Abraham Dietz, the Supreme Commander of the Southern United Command.”

A Navy admiral welcoming a mere second lieutenant to their assignment?

There were some suspicious parts, but I brushed them off. 

Maybe he’s just a leader who takes good care of his subordinates. 

Maybe I was just overly sensitive.

“Second Lieutenant Erich Rohnstein of the Air Force. It’s an honor to meet you, sir.”

“I hear you’re a first-class mage.”

“Yes, that’s correct.”

“That’s quite an accomplishment for someone so young. I look forward to your contributions.”

Up until that point, everything was fine.

Yes, up until then.

“Air raid!”

Less than an hour after my assignment, the enemy air force attacked.

I ended up following Admiral Dietz into a bunker.

I managed to calm my racing heart and peeked through a small gap in the shelter to the sky. 

Several dragons flew over the base, dropping bombs.

Explosions roared in my ears. 

Even as the soldiers stumbled and covered their heads, the admiral stood tall, watching the frontlines.

“Lieutenant, do you know what those are?”

“They appear to be dragon riders, sir.”

“You’ve got good eyes. Yes, they’re swift and cunning creatures.”


Our anti-aircraft guns fired, but we couldn’t expect more than a deterrent. 

The dragon riders evaded the fire and casually flew away.

Shortly after, they returned, carrying more bombs.

The second wave of explosions ripped through the air.

Our side launched interceptors, and for a moment, it seemed like we had a chance. 

But then the dragons spewed fire, cloaking the sky in smoke, and vanished into the distance. 

Only a few were shot down.

Not many, but still, they kept coming back.

The air raid ended three hours later.

Smoke rose from various parts of the base. 

Thankfully, the sudden downpour that followed prevented the fires from spreading, but we couldn’t escape the human casualties.

“If you’ve got free hands, come help!”

“Does anyone here know how to use telekinesis? There’s someone trapped under here!”

“Ughhh.”

Watching the medics scramble to tend to the wounded in the pouring rain, I couldn’t just stand there. 

I quickly improvised a floating stone and started hauling away the debris.

The military doctor triaged the injured. 

The markers were all black. 

It felt like I’d seen a lifetime’s worth of corpses that day.

And this was just a deterrent-level air raid.

As the situation slowly came under control, the emotion I felt wasn’t fear. 

It was fury.

Most of the dead and injured were around my age. 

What crime had these young men committed?

“Well done.”

“Sir, did you assist in the rescue efforts too?”

“You, of all people, shouldn’t be risking your life like that. You’re a valuable Magic Stone Officer.”

“I don’t think rank or position matters when it comes to saving lives.”

“Hmm.”

The admiral gave a wry smile and sipped his coffee.

“It’s not just your position that’s important. Rank matters, too.”

“Sir, you’re the commander of this fleet. If anything were to happen to you, it would cause great confusion in the military.”

“Is there any military that isn’t confused during a war?”

With that, our conversation briefly came to a halt. 

I needed some time to gather my thoughts.

“Lieutenant.”

“Yes, sir.”

“You saw how the dragon riders maneuvered today. Can you create a magic stone that can effectively counter them?”

“Just answer yes or no.”

“Yes, I can.”

“An ordinary magic stone won’t cut it. Especially since there’s a particularly troublesome unit. Just thinking about it gives me a headache.”

“A famous unit already?”

“Yes.”

The admiral adjusted his cap and sighed.

“They’re called the Valkyries, an all-female armored dragon attack unit.”

“The Valkyries?”

“They’re the elite of the Holy Spirit Kingdom’s air force and are particularly hostile toward mages. If we want to regain air superiority, we’ll have to face them eventually.”

A unit that’s especially hostile to mages.

“A death squad.”

“That’s right.”

“It seems there’s a strategic element to it. Most of the mages they’ve taken down were second-class or higher, exceptional ones.”

“That’s curious. How do they track mages?”

“It’s thanks to the dragon’s pit organ. Some dragons can sense more than just heat, they can detect mana. One example is the armored dragons I just mentioned. They’re smart enough to relay the flow of mana to their riders.”

“So, we shouldn’t let our mana flow carelessly.”

“Easier said than done. Especially for someone as compassionate as you. It’s important to stay calm at all times.”

I calmed my mind and realized what I needed to do.

As soon as I settled in, I began developing a new magic stone.

To shoot down more Holy Spirit Kingdom dragon riders, to kill more of the enemy. 

I believed it was the only way to survive.

A month later, after successfully synthesizing a variant of garnet called ‘blood garnet,’ the tide of the war began to change. 

The yttrium and aluminum employed in the blood garnet significantly enhanced the speed of our shells.

With the help of optical mages, we developed a technology that guided beams to track and pursue the enemy. 

The magic bullets incorporating this technology were what I called guided missiles.

“To achieve this kind of result in just a month after being commissioned, as expected of a first-class mage.”

“You flatter me.”

“Keep up the good work.”

Thanks to my contribution in developing this magic stone, I was promoted to lieutenant. 

It was also around this time that I caught Admiral Dietz’s eye.

One year, two years passed.

I developed more magic stones and artifacts.

Our forces advanced following the charts. 

The more territory we gained, the more bodies piled up.

As many enemies as we killed, our losses were just as severe.

I witnessed the deaths of comrades and heard tragic news about friends.

I found my senior buried in acrid smoke, and I toasted drinks to comrades who were retrieved swollen beyond recognition. 

I erected memorial stones for juniors who succumbed to unknown diseases and became cadavers.

When my immediate superior was finally killed by the Valkyries, I was promoted again to major, filling his empty position.

“We’ll reclaim air superiority in this battle.”

At last, a large-scale operation was planned. 

The command gathered the main fleet and as many troops as possible. 

I was included in that force.

I boarded the flagship in charge of overseeing the magic stones that would reinforce the anti-aircraft guns.

In my heart, I wanted to run away. 

I didn’t want to participate in the battle.

But what could I do? 

The military is a place where you follow orders. 

There was no other choice.

“Today, I really want to see my daughter’s face.”

“She’s about your age now, but it’s been so long since I last saw her. She must be a fine lady by now.”

“When the war is over, you’ll be able to see her again.”

“I hope so.”

That was the end of our small talk.

We were approaching the operation zone. 

The admiral fiddled with his command baton and said,

“From now on, you and I will share life and death. If you die, I will die as well. If I survive, you will survive too.”

“Let’s all survive. If we make it through today, we’ll be home by the end of the year!”

The troops cheered confidently.

But that confidence shattered as soon as the battle began.

It wasn’t ordinary dragon riders; from the start, the Valkyries appeared.

“The White Lotus Battalion!”

The White Lotus Battalion was the elite of the elite, composed of Valkyries with more than twenty confirmed kills each. 

They expertly dodged our fire, setting the fleet ablaze at multiple points. 

Water sprayed everywhere.

Despite everyone’s best efforts, the relentless attacks of the furious Valkyries were too much, and we couldn’t completely hold them back.

In the end, the anti-air defenses were breached.

“Port side hit! Port side hit!”

The flagship was struck by a torpedo and began to sink.

“Kill the magicians!”

The Valkyries descended and incinerated everything with their breath.

There was no point in coming down to kill people on a sinking ship. 

The Valkyries were driven by religious zeal.

“There!”

Three dragons locked their eyes on me. 

My mouth went dry.

At that moment, the ship tilted heavily, and the dragon riders lost their balance for a brief second.

In that instant, I saw the blood-soaked body of a comrade slide down the slope and fall into the sea.

David.

One of my battalion members and a junior from the academy.

The moment I confirmed his death, I lost my composure and ran toward the anti-aircraft gun.

I found the gunner lying on the ground, bleeding from his ears. I offered him a brief prayer and grabbed the controls.

“Breathe, O Sea.”

Using the phosphorite-enhanced shells I had completed just days before, I retaliated against the two Valkyries aiming their spears at me.

The phosphorite rounds blazed fiercely, even in the pouring rain, piercing the Valkyries like thorns.

The two women screamed, releasing their safety equipment and plummeting from their dragons, breaking their necks on impact.

They must have died instantly.

“Daisy! Olivia! NO!!”

The remaining Valkyrie charged at me with murderous intent.

“HOW DARE YOU-!!”

For a brief moment, her golden eyes flashed with rage behind her goggles, burning like the sun.

Playing the victim, are you, you wretched woman?

I fired magic bullets into the dragon’s neck and wings.

The armored dragon roared and thrashed in agony. 

Her emotional outburst gave me the opening I needed.

I was about to aim for her head to avenge my fallen comrades.

But a giant wave crashed between us, separating us.

Since I was gripping the controls tightly, I managed not to be swept away, but the woman tumbled into the depths along with her wounded dragon.

My whole body was soaked. 

The strength drained from my shoulders.

For now, the immediate danger had passed. 

But the situation wasn’t good. 

There was no saving the flagship from sinking. 

Escape was the only option.

“Sir! Where are you, sir!”

No matter how much I shouted, my voice was drowned out by the rain. 

It poured so heavily that I couldn’t see an inch in front of me. 

I had no idea where the command center was, where the bow or the stern was.

It was a miracle that I found a small lifeboat.


The sound of dragons’ wings beating fiercely echoed nearby. 

If I stayed here any longer, I’d either drown or be killed. 

One way or another, I would die.

There wasn’t much time to think.

I lowered the lifeboat and jumped into the sea.



 
  Chapter 2: Distress(1)


I drifted as far as I could from the battleship.

My body was being tossed around uncontrollably. 

The wind and rain made it impossible to open my eyes. 

Each time the waves surged and crashed down, the salty seawater seeped into my lungs. 

All I could do was cling to the rope for dear life.

I wished for this to end soon. 

When would this war be over? 

I just wanted to go home. 

Damn those bastards from the Holy Spirit Kingdom. 

Why did I have to go through this?

A flood of thoughts rushed through my mind. 

At some point, I must have passed out from exhaustion.

When I opened my eyes again, the scene had changed.

The rain had stopped. 

The once raging waves had calmed. 

Only the occasional sound of seagulls crying echoed around me.

How much time had passed?

I sat up from where I lay in the lifeboat, like a corpse, and looked around.

Behind me was the sea, and in front of me was a shore of pebbles. 

Land. 

The lifeboat and I had washed up on the boundary between the shore and the sea.

“What is this?”

Where am I?

This wasn’t just some small rock formation; it seemed more substantial. 

It wasn’t a continent, but maybe an island.

I wasn’t sure. 

I didn’t have nearly enough information.

One thing was certain.

I was stranded.

There were no signs of the fleet, nor of the enemy dragon riders. 

Judging by the circumstances, I must have been swept here alone by the currents…

If that was the case, the situation wasn’t good.

How would I get back?

To return to my unit, I needed to find people—whether they were allies, natives, or citizens of a neutral country, anyone would do. 

As long as they weren’t Valkyries.

I dragged the lifeboat ashore.

As my senses slowly returned, an uncontrollable shiver took over.

“Damn…”

I had been in the rain for too long.

Instinctively, I knew that if I stayed like this, I would succumb to hypothermia.

I measured the sky with my hand. 

The sun would set in two or three hours at most. 

Before then, I needed to figure out shelter.

Wandering around in the dark in an unknown place was as good as suicide. 

I didn’t like the idea, but I’d have to spend the night here.

First things first, I needed to make a fire.

I checked what I had.

A rope and tarp attached to the lifeboat, my soaked military uniform, a carbon steel knife, and a single piece of phosphorite in my waist pack.

I could start a fire with the phosphorite right away, but it wasn’t the best idea. 

There were three reasons why. 

First, burning phosphor releases toxic gases. 

Second, my mana reserves were running low after the battle, barely enough for higher-grade magic stones. 

And third, I needed to save it for when I truly faced an unknown threat.

Since I had a carbon steel knife, I could make a spark if I found a solid enough rock and some dry grass to use as tinder.

Having made up my mind, I wandered around the pebble beach, searching for a suitable stone.

Then, from the direction of the sea, I heard a faint, eerie sound.

Sploosh.

“…?”

I turned my head but saw nothing.

Was it just the waves?

I stared intently in the direction of the sound but noticed nothing unusual. 

Just a regular beach.

I felt uneasy, but I decided to shrug it off.

“Oh.”

For some reason, the quality of the stones was excellent. Some even had traces of mana within them.

“This is rare.”

I was intrigued, but now wasn’t the time to inspect them further. 

The sun was beginning to set.

I finished gathering what I needed and left the pebble beach.

“Wow.”

I found a star-shaped rock.

I should take it home. 

If I manage to get back, that is.

“Sigh.”

As I climbed the gentle slope of the plateau, I found some greenery.

Aside from one large boulder, the area was wide open. 

If any wild animals appeared, I’d notice them ahead of time and could prepare.

I leaned the lifeboat against the nearby boulder. 

Then I gathered some broad leaves and spread them on the ground. 


That would do for a makeshift bed. It wouldn’t completely shield me from the wind, but it would at least block some of the rain.

Now, all that was left was to start a fire.

I tore down some reeds and ground them into powder. 

I bundled some dry grass together and made a space for the fire with some rocks. 

I set aside the tinder on a flat stone.

Lastly, I recited the incantation.

“Earth, heal and grow.”

Woooong.

Crystals began to sprout from the rock I held. 

Mana circulated through it, purging impurities and leaving only the parts that were good for striking sparks.

A light silver-colored stone emerged.

This was yosongseok, a type of magic stone known as a primary mana-responsive quartz. 

It’s highly reactive, especially when in contact with transition metals like iron.

I struck the yosongseok with the back of my carbon steel knife.

Clang!

A spark flew.

One strike was enough to ignite the powdered plants, thanks to the stone’s efficiency.

I transferred the ember to the tinder. 

Soon, flames began to grow, consuming the dry grass.

It worked. 

I had my fire.

At last, I could take a break. 

I stripped off my wet clothes and dried both my body and uniform. 

The warmth of the fire restored my body heat, and the crackling of the flames soothed my mind.

I gazed at the setting sun over the western sea, lost in thought.

“Sigh…”

What should I do now?

The faces of my senior officers, comrades, and juniors floated in my mind.

Especially the juniors. 

I was partly responsible for their deaths.

After all, I was their superior.

What happened to Admiral Dietz? 

I had no idea. 

I didn’t even know how the battle had ended. 

Everything felt hopeless.

And yet…

I still had hope for survival.

Watching the sunset over the sea, I calmed my mind. 

For now, the best course of action was to rest. 

I would sleep tonight and think about the next steps tomorrow.

Just in case, I would meditate before bed to restore a bit of my mana…

Wait.

“What… is that?”

Something was floating on the horizon.

It was black and round, bobbing up and down in the water. 

It didn’t look like a buoy.

Could it be a person?

If it was, I had to go. 

My goal right now was to meet someone, anyone. 

Given they were in the water, they might even need help.

I was about to get up when I felt a presence behind me.

I turned around.

There were faint footsteps, a subtle vibration in the ground. 

Through the dusk, something was approaching. 

I picked up a few stones and clenched them in my hand.

What emerged was a woman.

She had ebony black hair and eyes as yellow as a ripe wheat field in harvest. 

Her gaze was hollow, and her clothes were torn in several places. 

Water dripped from her waist-length hair. 

She was soaking wet. 

She leaned on a tree branch as tall as she was, using it like a staff.

She looked every bit like a castaway.

However, the first emotion I felt upon seeing her wasn’t sympathy or pity.

It was rage.

An inexplicable anger welled up inside me, rising from my throat.

“Excuse me, may I…”

The woman was about to say something, but when our eyes met, her expression twisted.

An ugly curse escaped my mouth. 

At the same time, the woman changed her tone, growling in a low voice.

We spoke at the same time.

“You bitch.”

“You, son of a bitch.”

That’s right. 

The woman was a dragon rider of the Holy Spirit Kingdom. 

A Valkyrie from the White Lotus Battalion, as evident from her uniform and the lotus insignia on her chest.

Judging by the situation, she was the same woman I had fought earlier.

The woman who killed my comrades, and who had tried to kill me.

Strange. 

I was sure she had fallen into the sea…

How did she survive that situation? 

And how did she end up here?

No, none of that matters.

This is the worst.

Of all people, it had to be a Valkyrie. 

A member of the crazed group that hunts down mages.

This Valkyrie seemed to be in the same situation as me, but there was no hesitation in her eyes. 

She glared at me with sharpened focus.

“Thanks, Goddess. You must be giving me a last break.”

Her gaze was hollow, like that of a dead fish, rotten and soured like expired milk.

I had seen eyes like that before, in soldiers.

Those were the eyes of someone with nothing left to lose.

The ominous feeling wasn’t misplaced. 

The woman gripped her spear tightly. 

She bent slightly at the waist and charged forward like a gust of bitter wind.

Crack!

She was fast. 

In an instant, she closed the distance between us.

A faint glow wrapped around the crude wooden spear she wielded. 

She had infused it with holy power. 

The Holy Spirit’s strength was deadly to mages. 

I quickly backed away, trying to create space.

Whoosh!

I barely dodged her attack.

The Valkyrie clicked her tongue in frustration.

By her appearance, she looked like she needed rest, but her movements were far faster than expected. 

This was the difference that a special forces unit made.

In contrast, I was the one in worse shape. 

My stamina and mana were nearly depleted.

If I fought, I would lose.

But to survive, I had to fight.

This contradiction is what being a soldier means.

I picked up a rock and muttered a fake incantation.

“Luum haktun, magna hun.”

“…!”

I didn’t give her time to realize it was a trick. 

I immediately threw the rock. 

As the Valkyrie dodged, I seized the moment to grab my waist pack from the ground.

I pulled out the phosphorite stone from inside.

“O sea, breathe. As you leave my hand, sing of flames and cry out in despair.”

Whoosh!

The magic stone responded to my incantation.

I tasted bitterness in my mouth. 

A sure sign of mana depletion. 

Reciting two lines of incantation quickly had wrecked my insides.

The woman’s eyes widened. 

She wore an expression that said she realized her mistake.

“Sneaky little…!”

“That’s right. You’ve been tricked. You know what happens if you get any closer, don’t you?”

I had used up almost all the mana left in my body with that spell.

I couldn’t push myself any further.

No, I could, but that would mean burning through my life force instead of mana.

I only had one chance.

I had to end it with this phosphorite stone in my hand.

The Valkyrie had grown more cautious, but she hadn’t given up. 

She circled me slowly, as if waiting for the perfect opening.

I backed away, step by step.

I circled around the boulder where I had propped up the lifeboat. 

Earlier, I noticed that her reflexes were sharp when I threw the rock. 

I needed to strike at her blind spot. 

Yes, when she rounds the corner, I’ll attack.

Thud. Thud.

I could hear her footsteps approaching from the other side. 

It seemed she had the same idea. 

From now on, it was a battle of wits.

Thud.

The sound drew closer. 

My heart pounded. 

I held my breath and raised my heels slightly off the ground.

I slowed my pace. 

Then, moving in the opposite direction from where I had been going, I waited for my moment.

Tension was mounting when—

Whack!

A loud sound, like something being struck, rang through the air.

Thud!

The Valkyrie flew out from the corner where we would have met.

I was about to throw my magic stone, thinking she was attacking, but when I saw her being flung to the ground, I stopped myself.

“Hrrk, ugh…”

She clutched her left side as if she had been hit by something, her eyes tightly shut, completely vulnerable.

Then, something emerged from behind the boulder.

It was a wide figure holding a metal club… not a human.

“What the…?”

The creature’s body was covered in turquoise scales.

Its face was a strange mix of lizard and fish, with a hunched back like a hunchback. 

Its arms were disproportionately long compared to its legs, and each finger had webbed membranes like a fish.

It wasn’t human or a fish—what the hell was this thing?

A wooden spear was lodged in its abdomen. 

It was the one the Valkyrie had been holding earlier. 

I could piece together what had happened.

“Grrr.”

The creature pulled the spear from its body. 


Purple blood oozed from the wound.

Its horizontally slit pupils glared at me.

Then, thud, thud, it began to walk slowly toward me, holding the metal club in its right hand and the wooden spear in its left.

The sight was grotesque.

Instinctively, I threw the phosphorite stone at it.
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The magic stone I threw from my hand burst into flames as it flew through the air.

It wasn’t far, and I had thrown it with all my might, so hitting the target wasn’t difficult. 

The phosphorite struck the chest of the creature.

Flames erupted, and the monster howled in agony.

The fire engulfed its entire body in seconds. 

The creature flailed desperately, but it was useless. 

The flames wouldn’t be extinguished so easily.

In the end, the creature, writhing in pain, threw away both its spear and metal club. 

The wooden spear rolled toward me.

I quickly picked up the spear and took a defensive stance. 

The creature didn’t attack again. 

It staggered away, limping on its short legs, trying to escape into the sea.

But it didn’t get far. 

Before it could descend the hill, it collapsed into ashes. 

A small white speck flickered in the darkness before fading away. 

The soft sound of a life ending echoed gently.

“Haaah…”

I struggled to catch my breath.

What on earth was that creature?

There was no time to sort out my thoughts. 

The danger hadn’t completely passed.

Before I knew it, the Valkyrie had picked up the metal club and approached. 

She was clutching her side, her face twisted in pain.

“Hey, magician. Say something.”

“What?”

“What’s that monster? Did you guys make that too?”

She seemed just as confused as I was. 

The problem was, I had no idea what she was talking about.

“What are you saying?”

“Oh, right. You can’t learn Ascalian in your country, huh.”

The Valkyrie sighed and readjusted her stance. 

Her golden eyes still burned with hatred and anger. 

She made no effort to hide her hostility.

Wait, didn’t she get injured by that creature earlier? 

How could she still be ready to fight?

I tensed, pointing the spear toward her.

But the standoff didn’t last long.

Thud.

We both turned our heads at the same time toward the sound.

Thud, thud, thud.

“Grrrrk.”

“Grrrr, krrk.”

More of those creatures appeared, identical to the one before.

Two, four, six, eight… 

At least a dozen of them. 

Their wide eyes gleamed with a menacing bloodlust.

“Damn it.”

“Damn it.”

If this keeps up, we’re both dead. 

Not by human hands, but by these hideous fish monsters.

I looked at the Valkyrie. 

She looked back at me.

“Hey.”

“Hey.”

“Let’s call a truce. Just for today.”

“Yeah, better a human than monsters…”

The Valkyrie, with a reluctant expression, nodded. 

I wasn’t sure if the message got across properly, but it didn’t matter.

One thing was clear:

The survival instinct is strong in everyone. 

Strong enough to consume all other emotions, like anger or vengeance.

When faced with a life-or-death situation, even enemies who were just trying to kill each other can join forces.

“Here, take this.”

I handed her the spear, which still carried traces of holy power, and in return, she gave me the club.

The weapon wielded by the fish monster…

For some reason, I could sense a faint trace of mana in it.

It wasn’t much, but I was grateful for anything at this point.

“Emerge.”

I manipulated the mana within the club and cast a basic spell. The weapon lengthened and became sturdier. 

Simultaneously, the Valkyrie began murmuring her own incantation.

“Goddess, give me the strength to take down these demons.”

A halo of light emerged around her. 

It was a technique combining ‘consecration’ and ‘blessing,’ offering herself to her god to gain the power to defeat demons. 

I didn’t know much about it beyond that.

“Grrrk.”

The fish monsters circled around the campfire, surrounding us completely. 

Most were unarmed, though some held crude weapons.

The Valkyrie and I stood back-to-back.

I faced west.


She faced east.

Each of us would have to take on at least five of them. 

Could we do it?

No, we had to. 

If we failed, we’d both die.

I clenched my teeth and focused, emptying my mind and sharpening my senses.

The Valkyrie was the first to move, charging toward the monsters before they could fully form a formation. 

She pierced one cleanly. 

It seemed the White Lotus Battalion’s reputation wasn’t for show.

Meanwhile, I held my ground, keeping the campfire between me and the approaching creatures. They seemed to slow down, as if they were afraid of the fire.

“Come at me or get lost.”

One of the monsters made the mistake of circling around to approach. 

As stupid as it looked. 

I rushed at it and slammed its head with the club. 

Clang! A satisfying sound rang out.

I kicked it over, then quickly retreated. 

The monster convulsed for a moment as if stunned before collapsing.

“Next.”

Whack!

“That’s two down.”

This was doable. 

They had long arms and could ambush, but their durability wasn’t that high. 

As long as I fought with my back to a safe spot, I could handle them.

Confidence surged.

Three monsters, four…

I took them down one by one, timing my attacks well. 

My shoulders began to ache from the effort.

I was sleepy, hungry, and thirsty. 

The night air was starting to feel a bit chilly too. 

I had never felt so uncomfortable and miserable.

But thankfully, the end of the battle was in sight.

Whack!

“…No more?”

All the monsters in sight had been dealt with. 

I turned to check on the Valkyrie. 

She was cleaning her spear, flicking off the pieces of flesh stuck to it.

Our eyes met.

I nodded first. 

She nodded back.

We regrouped at the campfire.

“Don’t come any closer.”

The woman kept her distance.

I had no intention of getting close either. 

I wasn’t keen on getting my head pierced by her spear.

The fire was dying down, so I quickly added more wood. 

The flames devoured the dry leaves, burning brighter. 

The Valkyrie flinched, letting out a small gasp as she shrank back.

Curious, I glanced over at her. 

She frowned, mumbling.

“Stay out.”

She was probably telling me to stop staring at her.

I didn’t care. 

Whether she caught a cold or hypothermia from staying in her wet clothes wasn’t my concern.

I turned my attention away from her and began reflecting on the day’s events.

Those creatures…

Were they demons?

If so, it made sense.

It would also explain why the magical density of this island felt higher than usual.

But weren’t all demons supposed to have been eradicated after the Demon King was killed long ago?

Wait… Could this island be an untouched, unexplored place?

A sense of unease washed over me.

Either way, the problem wasn’t over yet.

We had killed the monsters, but there was no guarantee more wouldn’t come.

And then there was the Valkyrie.

What if she killed me in my sleep? 

We may have just fought together, but we were still sworn enemies.

“…Damn.”

Why did it feel like I was going to have to stay up all night?

I couldn’t afford to not sleep at all, though. 

I needed rest to regain my stamina. 

And I had to restore my mana as well.

Fortunately, sleep wasn’t the only way to replenish mana.

I leaned against the boulder and closed my eyes.

I focused on my other senses—smell, hearing, and touch—shutting out sight. 

Through meditation, I calmed my mind and began to feel the mana around me.

With every breath in and out, energy circulated. 

Slowly, I drew in the scattered mana from the surroundings.

This technique is called Mirkil, or breath weaving. 

It was a method many mages used to accumulate mana before the invention of Ekirel potions. 

While it’s no longer efficient by today’s standards, it was a favored training method in the past.

I never thought I’d end up using such an old method to gather mana.

One more time.

Inhale…

Exhale…

I don’t have a large mana pool. 

In fact, I’m well below average.

A few high-level spells would be enough to drain me completely.

Despite that, I earned my first-class national mage certification for one reason: efficiency.

Where others would need 100 units of mana to cast a spell, I could do it with just 1 or 2 units.

It wasn’t an innate gift. 

I achieved this through rigorous study and methodical training. 

My specialization in ‘optimization’ and ‘normalization’ stems from this.

Because my mana reserves are small, they fill back up quickly once depleted. 

Now, I had recovered enough to cast a few simple spells.

I quietly opened my eyes.

The Valkyrie lay on her side, eyes closed.

“Phew…”

She didn’t look good.

The Valkyrie kept touching her side, wincing in pain, biting her lip. 

Had one of her ribs been broken?

“Tch.”

It wasn’t my problem. 

I couldn’t heal her anyway.

I pulled out the stones I had gathered earlier and infused them with mana.

“Cover, awaken, and inform.”

These were Gyungjangseok, sandstone mana-responsive stones that release mana and currents when pressured.

I placed the stones in a tight circle a little away from the campfire. 

This way, I’d be alerted if any more monsters approached.

But… the Valkyrie had gone completely still.

“Hey, are you asleep?”

No response.

Her soft snoring carried over the campfire. 

She was no longer clutching her side. 

She had completely passed out.

This was my chance.

If I struck her from behind, even a Valkyrie with sharp reflexes wouldn’t stand a chance. 

Plus, she had already been hit by that monster earlier. 

If I missed this opportunity, I might regret it later.

I grabbed the metal club and knife, moving carefully.

I knew it was a cowardly move, going back on the truce and attacking from behind.

But then again…

How could I be sure she wouldn’t kill me tomorrow?

She had killed my comrades, and I had killed hers. 

If she let her emotions take over even once, I’d be dead on the spot.

It was better to finish things here.

I could see the spot where I’d strike. 

If I smashed her round head with the club and then slit her throat with the knife, I could end it for sure.

Slowly, cautiously, I raised the club.

But then…

I felt like I would lose something essential as a human.

It’s one thing to fight during battle; that’s unavoidable. 

But here, stranded on an island, was it really right to kill someone who was hurt, exhausted, and defenseless, even if they were my enemy?

Of course, I feared death.

But I feared losing my humanity even more.

If I were killed, it would hurt for a moment, and then it’d be over. 

But if I dirtied my conscience, I’d have to live the rest of my life in agony.

I wrestled with myself, eventually landing on a sort of justification.

If it weren’t for those monsters…

This island was home to monsters. 

That much was clear. 

The fact that creatures thought to have gone extinct long ago existed here was proof that no human civilization had touched this place.

In other words, this was likely an uninhabited island.

If I was going to survive on this monster-infested island, I’d have to cooperate with whoever was available, even if that meant teaming up with an enemy.

And if the Holy Spirit Kingdom discovered this island before the Magic Nation?

If I had antagonized this Valkyrie or ended up alone, I’d at least be captured, or worse, shot on sight by one of their military chaplains.

But if I showed her a bit of kindness, there was a slim chance she’d speak on my behalf, assuming she had any sense of honor.

I knew it was unlikely.

Still, if I wanted to maintain my humanity and survive, this was the only way.

“You’re lucky today.”

With a deep breath, I lowered my weapon.

The Valkyrie shivered, her body trembling from the cold.

I took my partially dried uniform and gently placed it over her. 

Then I leaned back against the boulder and dozed off.

A couple of monsters attacked later, but I managed to fend them off using my partially restored mana.

I drifted in and out of sleep, feeling groggy and disoriented each time I woke up.

Gazing up at the starry night sky, I let out a low sigh.


“Haa…”

How did things end up like this?

“Samlok, Ansan, Yumo…”

I wondered how my pet rocks were doing back home. 

I hoped they were safe.



 
  Chapter 4: Distress (3)


The sun was beginning to rise.

I had fallen asleep later than the Valkyrie and woke up earlier.

Because I had to stay on guard constantly, I ended up not getting much sleep.

“Ugh…”

As a result, I was incredibly tired.

Fortunately, the monsters vanished like shadows as soon as dawn broke.

It seemed they only roamed from early evening until dawn.

However, that didn’t mean I could sleep now.

Because—

“Ughhh…”

The Valkyrie was beginning to wake up.

She rubbed her eyes and sat up.

Scratching her disheveled hair, she glanced around.

Her golden eyes fixed directly on me.

Within seconds, they were filled with hostility.

“What the…?”

“Awake, are you?”

“…hell is THIS?!”

The Valkyrie, who had been about to assume a defensive stance, suddenly screamed when she realized the blanket covering her was a military uniform from the Magic Nation.

She grabbed the clothes and hurled them at me.

The uniform flew in an arc and disappeared into the bushes.

“Hey!”

I shouted, but she didn’t even react.

With a pale face, she hurriedly adjusted her own disheveled clothes.

“Thanks, Goddess…”

She sighed, as if relieved.

Next, she began feeling around the ground.

“Looking for your weapon? I hid it over here.”

Fearing she might try to kill me the moment she woke up, I had secretly taken her spear last night.

She had been gripping it so tightly that I thought my heart would jump out of my chest every time she stirred.

“Goddess, give me strength…”

“Instead of praying, why don’t you go and pick up what you threw?”

“Tsk.”

“Oh? Did you just click your tongue at me?”

How arrogant.

She surely knew who made it possible for her to sleep so peacefully.

“So, playing nice now? Don’t get cute with me. I’m not as dumb as your magicians.”

“No, sigh…”

I almost raised my voice in response, but I stopped myself.

It was exhausting.

What was the point of arguing when we couldn’t even communicate properly?

Most importantly, I couldn’t forget my original goal.

Survival, and escape.

Fighting with the woman in front of me wouldn’t help achieve that.

I had to persuade her.

“Look.”

I pointed at the monster corpses scattered around us.

That was enough.

The Valkyrie’s face stiffened as she muttered.

“…It’s not a dream.”

She didn’t move, lost in thought.

Meanwhile, I picked up the spear and club and headed into the bushes to retrieve my clothes.

I shook them out.

Whoosh.

The Valkyrie turned her head.

Just as she did, I placed my hand on a large rock.

[“Etch like the wind.”]

As soon as those words left my mouth, a change began.

For the first time, the surface of the rock, which had only been weathered by nature until now, began to be engraved with artificial markings.

The face of a monster, the scene of the coastline, the shapes of the lifeboat and the two of us—all appeared like a painting.

The picture didn’t remain static; it changed with the flow of time.

The first to move were the monsters we had seen yesterday.

They roamed the island, attacking people.

One person died, and another was dragged to their lair, never to return.

That was the first ending.

[“Turn the page.”]

This time, the island’s landscape took center stage.

I saw the lifeboat.

Two people sat inside—me and the Valkyrie.

In the painting, we rowed the lifeboat out to sea.

But we never reached another island.

We either starved, died of thirst, succumbed to heatstroke, or were attacked by sea predators or monsters.

Or the boat capsized in a storm.

That was the second ending.

“This island isn’t normal. Judging by the monsters, it’s likely cut off from the outside world. I can use the sun’s position to figure out directions, but… we have no idea how far we’d have to go to find an inhabited island.”

I spoke calmly.

It didn’t matter if the Valkyrie couldn’t understand.

What was important was the non-verbal communication—the tone, intonation, emphasis, and rhythm.

As long as she could sense I meant no harm, that was enough.


“So, I think we need to prepare thoroughly before we attempt an escape.”

“…”

The woman had fallen silent at some point.

Next, I carved plants and animals into the stone.

One carving showed a swan holding a peace lily in its beak.

Swans and lilies were universal symbols of peace, often used to represent truce or anti-war sentiments.

Even though we didn’t speak the same language, there was no way she would misinterpret that symbol.

“Let’s cooperate. Just until we get off this island.”

The man’s words were incomprehensible to her.

But the message he wanted to convey was clear enough.

The woman bit her lower lip hard.

Last night, she had fallen into a deep sleep, utterly exhausted.

Yet, the man before her hadn’t killed or even touched her.

He must have had the opportunity.

Judging by that, he seemed to have some basic decency.

Yes, even if he was a ‘magician.’

“Tch.”

She swallowed a groan as sudden pain struck her side.

Her ribs were throbbing where the monster had hit her yesterday.

It didn’t take long for her to realize she couldn’t overdo it.

It wasn’t just that.

The chill creeping into her bones from spending the night drenched wasn’t helping either.

Overall, she wasn’t in great shape.

If she used all her strength, she could probably kill the man.

But then what?

Realistically, she knew she couldn’t survive alone on this bizarre island.

It was likely a deserted place, untouched by civilization.

Otherwise, those monsters wouldn’t make any sense.

Her thoughts were starting to settle.

“…Goddess, please grant me a reprieve.”

After a brief prayer, she lowered her hands.

I handed the Valkyrie her spear, a gesture signaling a truce.

Now, it was up to her to decide whether to accept.

If she did, it would be a relief.

If not, she might try to stab me with the spear I just gave her.

Considering how relentlessly Valkyries had pursued magicians before, it wasn’t out of the question.

In that case, I’d have no choice but to…

Just then, the Valkyrie planted her spear into the ground and crossed her arms.

She looked at me with a much calmer gaze.

“All right, no other way.”

Her tone was subdued.

I was sure of it.

I’d succeeded in convincing the Valkyrie.

“Good decision.”

“Don’t fool yourself. You’re still my mortal enemy. Once I’m back with my air wing, I’ll find you and take you out.”

Her eyes were still cold, but the raw anger from yesterday had faded.

She, too, understood that in this situation, cooperation was more important than personal grudges.

“All right. Since we’re in this together, let’s at least exchange names.”

I can’t keep explaining things by drawing pictures every time. 

There’s a clear limit to that. 

So, I need to learn the Holy Nation’s language as quickly as possible and establish proper communication.

As the first step, I decided it would be best to introduce ourselves.

I pointed to myself, speaking slowly and clearly.

“Erich, Erich Ronstein.”

“…Erich Ronstein? YOU?”

“Yeah, that’s my name.”

The Valkyrie stared at me, shocked.

Then, her voice, which had softened slightly, regained its edge once more.

“For real?”

I could easily read the hatred hidden in her ice-cold tone.

What was this? 

Not the reaction I was expecting.

“Erich Ronstein. I’ve seen that name on a hit list before. You created dark spells that sent my comrades to heaven. I knew you were on this warfront, but…”

It was the first time I’d heard her speak this much.

From the sound of it, she already knew my name and held a deep grudge.

Strange. 

Did I ever do anything specific to the Holy Nation?

All I’ve done is develop a few magic stones since the war started, nothing more.

The woman’s expression kept twisting and relaxing, as if she was struggling to control her emotions.

Judging by her inability to hide her feelings, she seemed like a very straightforward person.

Before the Valkyrie’s anger caused her to lose her reason, I gestured.

“And your name?”

“Me?”

The Valkyrie pointed to herself with a blank expression.

Yes, you.

“…Rachael. Rachael Brokenheart.”

Rachael Brokenheart.

As soon as I heard that name, a strange atmosphere surrounded me.

What could I call this? 

A sense of discomfort?

Déjà vu? 

It felt like I had heard that name somewhere before, but I couldn’t quite place it…

Ah.

It came to me.

“No way, ‘Black Cat’ Rachael?”

Since the war began, there have been several Holy Nation pilots remembered as nightmares by the Magic Nation’s air force.

One of them was the ‘Black Cat.’

In the past two years, she had flown more than 600 sorties and shot down over 200 aircraft, making her the Platinum Ace of the Holy Nation’s air force.

Not only did she participate in all sorts of battles, but she also appeared in several key engagements that turned the tide of the war.

A colossal figure, she had earned that nickname…

“…That’s you?”

I expected someone with more wrinkles on their face, not this young person.

But that wasn’t the issue here.

The Black Cat was the pilot who single-handedly killed more of my comrades than anyone else.

Of course, I was well aware of her infamy, and I even feared her, wondering if I might be her next target.

There were nights I couldn’t sleep because of it.

The resentment had piled up.

I remembered reading a posthumous report once. 

This woman was the one who had killed my superior and a senior from my academy.

I narrowed my eyes and examined her.

Black hair, yellow eyes.

Now that I looked, she perfectly matched the description of the Black Cat.

Perhaps it was because I had only known her by her nickname and not her real name that I hadn’t recognized her immediately.

But looking again, it was so obvious.

Still, could I really trust her?

She wasn’t just any Valkyrie; this was the woman who had killed people I was close to.

The introductions had been meant to break the ice, but after learning each other’s names, both of us fell silent again.

It seemed like the only thing that had increased was our wariness of each other.

Even so, the task at hand was clear.

“Check our location, food, water.”

Of those, confirming our location was the highest priority.

You never know. 

There was a small chance there could be a native village nearby.

“Let’s head over there for now.”

“A hill?”

We made our way to the hill, keeping our distance from each other.

“Why are you behind me? Walk ahead.”

“Gentleman first.”

“No, really. Ladies first.”

“Nope.”

“This is driving me crazy.”

“Man, you’re a real headache expert.”

There’s no way I could turn my back on her.

In the end, we walked side by side.

The island looked smaller than I had expected from the high ground.

There was a small forest in the center, surrounded by a rocky coastline.

The landscape was simple—just grass and stones, nothing more.

The weather was clear, so we had a good view of the entire island.

But there were no signs of civilization anywhere.

“We should check out that forest.”

“We should check out that woods.”

It seemed the Valkyrie had the same thought as I did.

We spent two hours combing through the forest, hoping to find someone, but it was all for nothing.

Every direction was nothing but endless greenery. 


There was no trace of human life, let alone anyone currently living there.

In the end, our predictions were right.

“Damn…”

“Holy shit…”

It was becoming clear that we were stranded on a deserted island.



 
  Chapter 5: Enemy Sleeping (1)


Location identified, check.

Additionally, I’ve also grasped the topic, check.

At this point, Valkyrie and I were better off worrying about starving to death rather than ideological debates or avenging fallen comrades.

No, not even starving. 

It’s more likely we’d die of thirst first. 

They say a person can survive three weeks without food, but only three days without water.

Of course, that’s assuming you have no skills or knowledge.

“We need to hydrate first.”

It seemed Valkyrie had the same idea about needing water. 

I should observe what she does next.

I followed her in the direction she pointed. 

We had already agreed to stick together unless absolutely necessary, as there could be monsters wandering about, even during the day.

There was no clear water source on the opposite side of the forest. 

There were a few puddles, but all of them were muddy.

We’d already wandered around enough to lose precious body moisture. 

Valkyrie looked visibly exhausted as she exhaled a dry breath and spoke.

“Alright, magician, make some water. Now.”

I looked at her, my expression clearly asking, What on earth are you talking about? 

Valkyrie weakly gestured as if drinking water.

So, right now…

“You want me to make water?”

Valkyrie nodded. 

She probably didn’t understand my words, but she seemed to be guessing based on my tone, facial expressions, and gestures.

“Thirsty.”

“You’re thirsty?”

She nodded.

“Water.”

“You want water?”

Another nod.

Despite the language barrier, it felt like we were having a conversation.

Which made it all the more infuriating.

What was she saying now? 

It was hard to tell, but it felt like she was implying something along the lines of, If you can’t even make water, what good is a magician?

I didn’t like it.

But her request was reasonable. 

I hadn’t had a sip of water since yesterday either. 

My throat felt as parched as an old wooden chair in an orphanage.

“This way.”

I carefully made my way down the slope. 

The incline was quite steep, but if you watched where you stepped, you could descend without getting hurt.

After I landed safely, I looked up at Valkyrie. 

She was following behind, carefully lowering her center of gravity as she moved down the slope… wait, why was she wobbling?

There was no time to react. 

Valkyrie lost her balance and tumbled down the slope like a sled.

“…!”

Honestly, she’s unbelievable.

Valkyrie tried to stand up immediately but fell again, landing hard on her rear a second time.

She groaned, clutching her back with one hand and her side with the other. 

Her face twisted in a mix of shame and frustration.

Our eyes met.

“Stop staring!”

So, she can feel things other than anger after all. 

I’d thought rage was the only emotion she had.

“Don’t say a word. Not a single word.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

I sighed and extended my metal rod towards her.

“Here, grab this and get up.”

“…”

“My arm’s getting tired. Hurry up.”

Valkyrie clicked her tongue but stood up on her own. 

Feeling a bit awkward, I shrugged and rested the rod over my shoulder.

After a minor incident, we finally reached the coastline.

The sunlight reflected off the waves, cool and gentle. 

The water looked so clean and clear that you wouldn’t be able to tell it apart from drinking water just by looking at it.

“My throat’s killing me. How about we just drink this for now?”

“Don’t joke around.”

Valkyrie raised her spear with a disgusted look, so I quickly dropped the subject. 

Geez. 

Can’t even crack a joke. 

It’s so hard to lighten the mood around her.

“What are we doing here? Can you actually purify seawater?”

“Just wait.”

This place was a gravel bed.

It was practically a playground for geologists and magic stone researchers, with dormant volcanoes and caves nearby.

I picked up a few suitable stones and imbued them with magic.

[“Weave.”]

A purification stone.

I had successfully created it.

Now it was time to save both Valkyrie and myself.


[“Carve.”]

Using a simple spell, I created a small pond nearby and let a little seawater flow into it.

[“Return to your purest form.”]

As I chanted and threw the purification stone into the water, a whirlpool began to form at the center of the pond.

The purification stone, a type of porous sedimentary rock, selectively attracts specific ions. 

In this case, those ions are typically sodium, meaning it filters out the salt.

So, what about other impurities besides salt?

That’s where the honeycomb structure comes into play. 

The hollow layers within the magic stone create external openings when stimulated by mana, allowing fine particles to be sucked in and purified.

As a result, once you use a purification stone, it’s usually disposed of. 

After all, it becomes a chunk of salt and impurities.

Elves, on the other hand, seem to consider this a delicacy, using it as a substitute for sea salt. 

Some even treat it as a mineral-rich food… but let’s not talk about those who eat this nonsense.

“Looks good enough. Wanna try it?”

What’s with that grumpy face?

I’m dying of thirst too, you know. 

The only reason I didn’t rush like Valkyrie is that I knew I could get water this way.

I was giving her the chance to drink first, since she seemed more desperate.

“Didn’t you say you wanted water first?”

“You take the first sip.”

Valkyrie gestured dismissively, as if I’d never even offered.

Typical. 

The folks from the Holy Spirit Church always act like this. 

They can’t trust anything purified by magic, even if it’s just water.

“Well, if you don’t want to drink, you can just die of thirst.”

I grinned and brought my lips to the pond.

“Phew.”

After taking a few more sips, I gestured towards Valkyrie.

“Just drink already. Stop being so suspicious.”

Finally, Valkyrie crouched on the opposite side of the pond.

She had been hissing like an angry cat a moment ago, but now, as soon as she took a sip, she was practically ready to dive into the pond and guzzle the water. 

The way she drank was more like a wild animal than a person.

“Don’t drink too much at once. You could get water intoxication… Hey! Your hair’s in the—ugh, never mind.”

Valkyrie wiped her mouth and lifted her head. Water dripped from her hair, which had dipped into the freshwater.

“Are you an idiot?”

“Not bad, huh.”

“You’re not doing this just to mess with me, right?”

“I hate to admit it, but I owe you one.”

Valkyrie stood up. 

A loud growl echoed from her stomach, sounding like music from a wind-up toy.

Ah.

“Cough.”

Valkyrie coughed awkwardly, shooting a glance my way. 

I finally spoke.

“Food.”

“Food?” 

Nod, nod. 

“Since we’ve taken care of the water, you should handle the food.”

If you have something to receive, you should also give. 

This is common sense for modern people who understand the concept. 

Moreover, mages with an engineering mindset, for whom the proverb “give to receive” is dearly beloved, are such a race. 

Although water is more important, obtaining food is usually more difficult.

“Being by the seaside, fishing should be easier.”

Saying this probably wouldn’t make Valkyrie understand directly. 

In the end, it seemed I would have to take care of getting food myself.

But could she even catch a single fish properly? 

The tools were crude, and fish are typically quick, after all.

There was a moment. 

Valkyrie used the wooden spear she was holding like a harpoon and thrust it into the sea. 

Pewwww! 

A sudden splash erupted. 

It sounded like a mine detonating. 

Beyond the dissipating spray, Valkyrie’s figure was visible. 

A blue fish was speared and flapping at the tip of her spear. 

She shook the spear with a nonchalant expression. 

“One down first.”

“Crazy.” 

Is that really human speed?

Sweat beaded on my back. 

If I hadn’t proposed a truce in time, by now I’d probably be stuck on the tip of that spear instead of a fish. 

From then on, Valkyrie used her quick reflexes to catch fish one after another.

At that speed, she could catch more than her share. 

It seemed she was trying to repay me for providing water. 

If she does that, then I should be the one to thank her.

While Valkyrie was hunting, I wasn’t just sitting around. 

I used rocks and reeds to craft a square-cornered basket. 

Valkyrie poured fish into the basket in a continuous stream as she spoke.

“Let’s head back.”

We gathered branches to use as firewood and returned. 

I cleared the ashes from the campfire and added new fuel. 

Finally, I speared the fish on sticks and placed them over the fire. 

Valkyrie stayed a bit away from the flames.

She acted the same as yesterday. 

What kind of wild beast does she think she is?

I began cooking in earnest. 

At most, it was just turning the skewers to prevent the fish from burning. 

Meanwhile, Valkyrie was sharpening her dulled spear while the fish cooked. 

I had lent her a knife, worried she might stab me, but thankfully, there was no sign of that.

When the fish were getting nicely browned, Valkyrie pointed to the skewers.

***

“Just bring me the fish. I’ll eat it here.”

“No.”

If she wants to be apart from me, she can take them and eat alone. 

Why is she making me do everything?

Just as I was thinking that, Valkyrie glared at me. 

“Oh, yes.”

Nothing was particularly to my liking, but it was just a minor act of defiance. 

I was already starving. 

I couldn’t afford to be curt with someone who had fetched me food. 

Moreover, arguing over such a small matter with someone who doesn’t understand me seemed childish, so I handed over the skewers without resistance.

After that, we each focused on our own tasks.

“When I was a kid, mom used to make grilled fish a lot.”

“When I was in school, my professors used to treat us to a lot of grilled fish.”

Sizzle.

***

This feeling isn’t bad. 

It’s something I’ve always wanted to try with my future wife and children. 

Of course, in this situation, it’s a distant dream—or perhaps a story that can never be realized…

“Oh, right.”

Valkyrie, who had been diligently munching, looked up. “How are we going to sleep tonight? Those monsters will probably attack again.”

I drew on the ground with the remaining branches to communicate my thoughts. 

I asked who would stand guard first and when she intended to go to sleep. 

Most of the matters were discussed and settled.

We decided not to move our camp. 

This location offered a perfect view of the sea. 

Moreover, we could clearly see where the monsters might come from. 

Being at a crossroads between the coast and the forest made obtaining water and food efficient. 

Most importantly, we needed to watch for passing ships or airplanes.

It was an age of advanced civilization. 

If we waited long enough, maybe we could spot a ship from afar. 


I held onto that slender hope.

Well, that’s that.

At this point, the most important issue remained: sleeping arrangements. 

I mustered up my courage and made a bold proposal to Valkyrie.

“Share, a bed?”
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The Four Essentials of Survival

Consciousness, Food, Shelter, and Clothes. 

Among these, there was no need to worry about ‘consciousness.’

Both I and Valkyrie were wearing uniforms.

Next, for ‘food,’ I had just eaten.

‘Shelter’ was also sufficient. 

I had brought back plenty from the seaside. 

The child was happy.

Now, the only thing left was a house to protect us from the wind and rain…

If it were a lifeboat, we could sleep comfortably in it. 

I had kept it dry all day, so the moisture had flown away, and it was just the right size for four to five people, allowing one or two to lie down comfortably.

“Let’s share the lifeboat, like a bed.”

I sketched a picture to express my intention.

It was indeed an act of goodwill. 

However, it was kindness rooted in thorough calculation.

“If one of us gets sick, everyone else will only be tired. It’s better than lying on the bare ground, right? Don’t you think?”

I wondered if my meaning had been well conveyed.

I stole a glance at Valkyrie’s expression.

It didn’t seem so. 

Her face was souring.

“Share a bed?”

Her voice didn’t sound good either.

Curious, I examined the drawing I had made again.

I had drawn a lifeboat and a pair of men and women, connecting them in between. 

One was a dotted line, and the other was a solid line.

It indicated that while one person was on guard, the other could enter the lifeboat to rest.

Could this expression be understood differently?

I didn’t think so, no matter how much I pondered.

“You better start drawing something else.”

Valkyrie pointed to the drawing and waved her hand. 

It seemed like she was telling me to express it more accurately. 

So, I divided the panel like a comic and drew scenes in order of me and Valkyrie taking turns.

Valkyrie’s face grew even more profound.

“Phew.”

She fanned herself and sighed.

“Haah.”

I felt equally frustrated.

“Wait a while.”

Valkyrie said this and propped her chin. Her face fell into shadow. 

This wouldn’t do. 

I took advantage of her silence to pull a rock out of my pocket.

It was a star-shaped stone I had picked up yesterday.

I wouldn’t turn it into a magic stone or anything; I wanted to raise it purely as a pet.

Let’s see. 

What should I name it?

“David, from now on, your name will be David.”

I decided to converse with David until Valkyrie opened her mouth again.

“David. Do you think we can get out of here alive?”

[‘Yes, I believe so.’]

“I’ll take you with me when we escape this hell.”

[‘Thank you.’]

“If I manage to survive, you’ll also become part of my family.”

[‘Really?’]

David seemed pleased.

After all, it was a stone.

I could feel a connection.

…?

Suddenly feeling a gaze, I looked up. 

Valkyrie was staring at me like I was a madman. 

So, I glared back at her.

“Insane.”

What of it? 

I communicated better with him than with you.

The Holy Kingdom and the Magic Kingdom faced each other across the ocean. 

The two countries belonged to different continents.

Different continents meant different environments. 

Different environments led to different cultures.

However, few people recognized that fact.

Rachel was no exception.

“Share a bed, you say?”

To be precise, it meant sharing the lifeboat instead of using it as a bed. 

While one person kept watch, the other would rest in the lifeboat, and after they switched, the person who had been on watch would go into the lifeboat to rest.

The intention itself was communicated correctly.

The problem was that the expression “let’s share a bed” was more commonly used as a proposal in the Holy Kingdom.

“Phew.”

Rachel took a moment to cool her head. 

She soon recalled that her cultural background differed from that of the man.

The capital of the Magic Kingdom, Hazkai.

Where was that located?

In a harsh, high-altitude snowy mountain region.


I had heard it was cold enough for people to die from the cold every year. 

Whether it was sharing a bed out of necessity or to sleep together, it should be a universal thing.

Yes, contextually, it made sense.

Rachel, having accepted this, looked at the man. 

The man was conversing with the stone.

“If I survive this, you will be part of my family.”

For a brief moment, Rachel’s thoughts froze.

“He’s insane.”

She realized her previous judgment that he would be a sensible figure for a wizard was foolish. 

Anyone could see that he didn’t appear to have his soul intact.

Without a doubt, he must have cast powerful spells countless times.

“Ugh.”

Rachel clicked her tongue and shot a glance at the man. 

Sensing her presence, the man began to glare back.

Indeed, all wizards are out of their minds.

“Phew.”

Rachel checked her condition. 

Her body felt numb, and her face was a little warm.

It seemed she might catch a cold.

Before long, the sun was setting.

Unlike the previous day, when we had been almost defenseless, today we were thoroughly prepared.

I had supplemented my mana by weaving breaths in between and revived my knowledge and experiences from the military to create several military magic stones.

Not only that, but I had also filled my belly.

There was nothing to fear.

“Grrk, grrk.”

As the sun dipped, the monsters began to rise from the ground. 

Most of them were the same creatures I had seen yesterday. 

They were slow and weak, but they were long-armed merfolk.

I decided to call them “Walkers.” 

I thought it was a fitting name, capturing the essence of walking fish.

In any case, we intercepted the monsters from atop the embankment.

“There!”

Valkyrie shouted. 

I turned my head in the direction she pointed.

A new creature had appeared.

It was a grotesque thing with a body resembling an abalone shell and a pair of eyes like snail tentacles. 

It was the size of a large dog.

From its body sprouted three arms on each side, a total of six, which were crawling up with a scrabbling motion. 

Watching it felt just like observing a cockroach.

[“Pierce it.”]

I flicked a stone.

A magic stone the size of a bean flew through the air, glowing with a blue light. 

It pierced through the forehead of the abalone monster in an instant. 

Shraaaak! 

The sound of tearing flesh echoed.

The Arrival of Danger.

As soon as the sound reached my ears, purple blood gushed forth like a fountain.

“Looks like the Magic Stone is earning its keep.”

The magic stone was a military-grade stone I had developed. 

It maximized penetration power compared to the mana invested. 

The method of production was also straightforward. 

Thanks to that, even Level 4 sorcerers could easily ignite it, and it had performed remarkably well in several battles.

It was truly the pinnacle of efficiency.

While its output might be lower than that of enhanced conventional ammunition, nothing could compare in a situation like this. 

As long as I was on this island, I would be using it quite often.

“That spell is…”

Valkyrie mumbled something. 

Her words were laced with emotions that were hard to decipher—were they admiration or horror? 

Naturally, I didn’t understand.

“Another one is coming.”

With that statement, we separated again. 

Our first priority was to hold our positions.

The primary battle didn’t conclude until the sun had completely set. 

We kicked the carcasses of the monsters down the hill.

“Clear.”

“We’ve roughly tidied up. This should be enough, right?”

Valkyrie and I gathered around the campfire.

After some exercise post-meal, I felt thirsty. 

We shared sips from the water I had brought and then sat down to warm our bodies. 

Valkyrie took a deep breath and spoke first.

“Cough, not bad today.”

“Yeah.”

Objectively speaking, the number of monsters had increased compared to yesterday. 

Yet today had felt easier. 

Both Valkyrie and I were in optimal condition, we fought in a favorable terrain, and our coordination had improved to some extent.

“Wow, I’ve never teamed up with the enemy before in my life.”

“Didn’t think I’d be teaming up with the enemy.”

I couldn’t help but laugh at the absurdity of it.

Valkyrie was the first to stand up. 

She looked pale, likely exhausted. 

She headed toward the lifeboat and bid farewell.

“Wake me in three hours.”

I promised to take the first watch. 

After about three hours, I would wake Valkyrie for the changeover.

I spent time with David while dealing with the sporadic monsters that appeared. 

I counted for 18 hundred seconds. 

Before long, the moon’s position had shifted.

I let out a long yawn. 

It was about time to switch.

“Hey.”

I approached Valkyrie.

But something felt off.

“uh”

Was she having a nightmare? 

Valkyrie was moaning softly.

It wasn’t surprising; sleeping under the protection of the enemy likely wasn’t psychologically comforting.

But, well, what did it matter?

Whether Valkyrie was having nightmares or struggling to sleep because of me, what was important now was that I was incredibly drowsy.

“…Haa, huff.”

Wait, something really felt wrong.

Her breathing was abnormal. 

It was the kind of wheeze one might expect from a patient with pneumonia. 

She was even sweating cold.

A thought crossed my mind, and I placed my hand on Valkyrie’s forehead.

“Wow.”

It felt like a fireball.

“Why is she like this all of a sudden?”

I recalled hearing her cough a few times since this morning. I had thought she was fine, but…

“Cough, cough!”

It was unmistakable.

She had a fever.

I could guess the reason. 

She had been soaking wet last night. 

With her still-damp clothes, it was no wonder she caught a cold.

If this continued, I would have to do everything alone for the next few days.

Finding food, checking for ships or planes, fending off monsters—all of it.

“Ha.”

I was in trouble.

“Is this really happening right after a truce?”

In a deserted island like this, even a simple cold could be fatal.

If Valkyrie died like this, my chances of survival would plummet. 

That was the problem: I couldn’t simply discard the burden.

“Sniffle.”


“…Ah, seriously.”

I wasn’t the kind of person who looked after others like this.

“…You owe me one. Pay me back later with a boat.”

I took off my clothes and draped them over Valkyrie’s shoulders.

Tonight was definitely going to be a long night.
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It was a chilly night for the tropics.

The wind was blowing fiercely, making it feel even colder.

I gathered some large leaves, trimmed them neatly, and warmed them by the campfire. 

Once they were warm, I draped them over the shoulders of the Valkyrie.

This should be warmer than just sleeping with only clothes.

“Where are these mosquitoes coming from…?”

As if the weather wasn’t annoying enough, blood-sucking insects were swarming around.

These little pests are breeding grounds for disease.

I sat on the lifeboat, swatting away the unwanted guests trying to bite the Valkyrie.

“Grk.”

“Oh, you’re here?”

On top of all that, I also had to deal with the occasional monster that showed up.

It felt like I was doing everything myself—drumming, trumpeting, all of it.

I was exhausted.

If my dead comrades could see me now, they’d probably shoot me on the spot.

I silently apologized to them in my heart.

And so, I endured the lonely night, waiting for the dawn to break.

“Ah.”

I felt like I had reached a half-enlightened state.

“I’m going to die.”

Standing watch for two consecutive nights felt like hell.

But I couldn’t afford to sleep just yet.

I still had to fetch more water, look for food, and there were plenty of other tasks left to do.

As the sun rose, the monsters disappeared.

I stood up. As long as I didn’t stray too far, I should be fine working alone.

Before the Valkyrie woke up, I searched the beach and the woods.

Along the shore, I easily found clams and seaweed, and in the bushes, I gathered some herbs I recognized.

This wouldn’t fill my stomach.

But it would be helpful for treating a cold.

[“Boil.”]

I picked up a stone of suitable size and carved it. I made three bowls and dried them out using a dehydration spell.

Then, I placed the stone plates over the fire and set the bowls on top.

While filling them with freshwater and ingredients, the Valkyrie, who had been lying down, groaned as she sat up.

“Grrr…”

“You’re up?”

“Wait, the sun is…”

Her voice sounded a bit off.

The Valkyrie glanced down, frowning. 

The leaves and military coat I had draped over her shoulders slipped off.

She pushed my clothes aside and spoke.

“Why didn’t you wake me up?”

“You’re sick.”

I faked a cough and pointed at her. 

Her face stiffened instantly.

“You look like you’ve got a fever. Am I wrong?”

“Nah, I’m fine.”

“Fine, my ass. You were burning up all night.”

“No problem, just a little… cough!”

Suddenly, the Valkyrie covered her mouth with her hand. 

Her eyes widened in surprise.

Once the coughing started, it spread like wildfire, and she couldn’t stop it.

It was too late to pretend everything was fine now.

I waited patiently for her to calm down.

“Huff, huff.”

“See?”

The Valkyrie squeezed her eyes shut.

Her shoulders trembled, her face was flushed red, her lips quivered, and her eyes were sunken.

She clearly looked like someone who needed to be taken care of.

“Cough, cough!”

“This is a mess. Here, drink this.”

I handed her a small bowl of the tea I had brewed. 

But the Valkyrie didn’t take it right away.

She seemed suspicious of where the tea leaves came from.

“You don’t think I used poisonous herbs, do you?”

“Hey.”

That’s a bit much, don’t you think?

Last night passed without any problems, and we even established a truce.

She could at least acknowledge my goodwill, even if she couldn’t trust me yet.

“Sigh.”

I poured some of the tea into my mouth first to prove that there was nothing strange in it.

I even pulled out one of the herbs from the bowl to show her.

“This is a Peredi leaf. You must have seen these in your country too, right?”

Only then did the Valkyrie take the stone bowl.

At first, she sipped hesitantly, but soon she nodded and began to drink the rest slowly. 

A few droplets trickled down her chin.

“You’re so careless. Here, eat this too.”

I fished out a clam from the boiling water. 

After carefully opening the shell, I speared the tender meat with a knife and held it out to the Valkyrie.

But she didn’t take it again.


“What now?”

Seriously? 

I went through the trouble of gathering these clams because they’re good for your immune system, and now she’s refusing them?

Does she think there’s something wrong with them?

Or maybe she thinks I’m giving her spoiled food?

“My arm is going to fall off at this rate. What now… Hello?”

Her half-closed eyes and her head swaying up and down.

She was totally out of it.

Wow, seriously. 

Do I have to feed her myself?

I held the clam closer to her. 

The Valkyrie parted her lips slightly.

Munch, munch.

Seeing her eat like this, she must really be unwell.

I rubbed the back of my neck. 

This was driving me crazy.

From what I can tell, she’s been sick since yesterday.

She probably didn’t want to show any weakness, so she tried to hide it.

“Get well soon. The less you suffer, the less I have to suffer too.”

Whether she understood me or not, the Valkyrie gave a slight nod.

Feeling frustrated, I took out David and rolled it around in my hands.

“David, when am I getting rescued?”

[“I don’t know.”]

“Do you think helping her like this will improve my chances of survival?”

[“It will.”]

“If the Holy Kingdom finds this island first, that’s a whole different problem. I should be preparing… Yeah, this is an investment.

No matter how strong their magic is, they’re human. 

They’ll treat me as a prisoner at least, right?”

[“With this much effort, they won’t kill you. But you might spend the rest of your life as their captive.”]

“Ugh.”

Spend the rest of my life as a prisoner? 

I’d rather die.

“By the way, David, do you think it’s going to rain soon?”

[“It’s about time.”]

I looked up at the sky.

The color of the clouds didn’t look good.

The weather was gloomier than it had been around this time yesterday.

This wasn’t something to take lightly.

“I should reinforce the shelter, right?”

David agreed, and I nodded.

The Valkyrie still stared at me with cold eyes.

“Why? Never seen someone talk to a rock before?”

The Valkyrie quickly averted her gaze. 

Her face was slightly flushed, a sure sign that her fever was rising.

My tasks for the time being were clear: First, get some food, then gather materials to reinforce our shelter.

I grabbed the remaining blue stones and stood up.

“Where you off to?”

“The forest.”

“What?”

“I’m heading over there. Don’t move unnecessarily and just stay put.”

I had scouted the forest yesterday, so I had a rough idea of the way in and out. 

I cautiously moved forward, keeping an eye out for any potential monster threats.

“David, what kind of food is good for a cold?”

[“Warm tea or maybe some protein-rich meat would be good.”]

Rustle.

Just then, I saw a squirrel scurrying through the bushes.

Even on this small island, there were small animals.

Or maybe it wasn’t so strange, considering there were also monster fish.

I flicked a stone while chanting a spell.

[“Pierce.”]

The squirrel, sensing danger, bolted. I missed the first shot by a hair, hitting the tree instead. 

It was hard to aim precisely because of its small size.

After several attempts, I finally succeeded in hunting it. 

The heat beam from the blue stone pierced the squirrel, and it fell with a squeak.

“Phew.”

Without magic, this would’ve been much harder.

It’s so convenient, I don’t understand why it’s banned in the Holy Kingdom.

With my prey and some branches tucked under my arms, I walked back. 

I also picked up a few gemstones along the way.

When I returned to the shelter, the Valkyrie was nowhere to be seen.

“…Where did she go?”

She wasn’t in the lifeboat or behind the rocks.

Where on earth did she disappear to?

No fire either.

Did a monster attack while I was gone and drag her away? 

No, there aren’t any signs of a struggle.

“Hey, magician.”

I heard a voice from behind.

When I turned, I saw the Valkyrie. 

She was slowly walking up a gentle slope, holding a spear with a fish skewered on it in one hand and a basket made from branches and twine in the other.

“Where have you been?”

She pointed toward the beach.

“The beach? In that condition?”

“I told you I’m fine, cough, cough.”

Her face turned red as she coughed, and she looked like she was about to collapse. 

I quickly made her sit down and fed more wood into the fire.

“Ugh.”

“If you’ve got a cold, get closer to the fire. You need to warm up to get better.”

No matter how much I urged her, the Valkyrie kept her distance from the fire.

In the end, all the cooking fell on me. 

Not that I had intended to make the patient do it anyway.

Crackle, crackle.

I grilled the skinned meat with some herbs. 

I wasn’t sure how to completely get rid of the gamey smell, but this would have to do for now.

While the meat was cooking, I stared into the fire.

Suddenly, I remembered something Admiral Dietz used to say.

He always told me I had too much sentimentality.

“Hah.”

Sentimentality? 

This is just me playing the sucker, taking care of her like a fool.

“It’s done. You can eat now.”

“Hey.”

I dished up some meat and brought it to her.

“Want me to feed you like before? Hmm?”

The Valkyrie reluctantly moved her hand and started eating. 

Meanwhile, I grilled the fish she had caught.

After finishing the meal, I started reinforcing the shelter as a form of exercise. 

The first priority was to build a roof to shield us from the rain.

I pushed the lifeboat closer to the rocks and used the branches I had gathered as support beams, creating a cross-shaped frame for the roof. 

I tied the intersections with ropes made from twisted tree bark.

Finally, I carefully placed large leaves over the frame, making sure there were no gaps.

“Phew.”

My skills from back when I was a soldier were still useful.

I handed the Valkyrie some Peredi tea and said, “Stop messing around and drink this, then lie down and sleep.”

“But—”

“Don’t make me repeat myself.”

The Valkyrie hesitated for a moment, then accepted the tea and drank it. 

After glancing my way, she finally lay down in the lifeboat.

I took off my military coat and tossed it into the lifeboat. But the Valkyrie, grumbling under her breath, tried to throw it back at me.

She tossed the coat, and I dove to catch it before it hit the ground, then threw it back into the lifeboat.

“Ah!”

“Three-point shot.”


It was a historic moment—the supplies of the Magic Kingdom hitting the head of a Holy Kingdom dragon knight.

“Cover yourself and sleep.”

There was no response.

Just the rustling of the coat.

And this time, the coat didn’t come flying back.
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The third night had arrived.

After putting the Valkyrie to bed, I faced the approaching monsters with all my strength.

I swung a club at the walkers and fired the blue stone at the monsters wearing overturned turtle shells. 

Using raw magic stones wasn’t efficient, but at the moment, there was no other choice.

Whack!

“Kaaaak!”

One more left.

I leaned against a rock, my body in shambles.

“Ssshh.”

The tip of my tongue tasted bitter.

The monsters now seemed fully aware of our location. 

Their numbers had increased, and so had their variety. 

I even saw one that looked like an octopus. 

It was quite nimble.

We made it through today somehow, but whether we could hold out tomorrow was uncertain.

***

I sat on the edge of the lifeboat and checked the Valkyrie’s condition.

“Still hurting?”

“Phew.”

“Yeah, just rest up. Don’t try to do anything unnecessary.”

We had no military doctor, no emergency medical kit. 

The best treatment was just to eat well and sleep well. 

I decided to brew some tea at regular intervals and keep an eye on the Valkyrie’s condition.

Perhaps getting used to my nursing, the Valkyrie had become more docile compared to yesterday. 

She even draped my military jacket over her shoulders, though her discomfort was still visible.

I glanced at the Valkyrie.

The woman I once tried to kill, and who had tried to kill me.

Now, I was trying to save her.

I laughed dryly. 

Life truly is unpredictable.

I didn’t have time for even a brief nap. 

My stomach growled from moving all night. 

I caught a couple of frogs in the nearby grass and tossed them onto the campfire.

***

Could you eat demon meat?

Judging by appearances, probably not.

You never know—it could be poisonous like a pufferfish.

If I got food poisoning here, it’d be game over. It was safer not to eat it.

But still, my curiosity was piqued.

Demons…

What exactly are they?

Little is known. 

The dominant theory is that the Demon King created them as his minions in the past—creatures born from magic that eats away at life.

Anyway, they had some connection to magic. 

There might be something useful in their bodies.

After finishing my meal, I decided to dissect the octopus monster, which resembled an ordinary marine creature.

And there was an unexpected find.

“This…”

***

There was a stone inside.

A magic stone, imbued with mana. And it was a type I’d never seen before.

Just in case, I opened up the heads of other monsters. 

The reluctance to dirty my hands with the blood of these creatures was strong, but my intellectual curiosity was stronger. 

I endured the stench and examined every corpse.

Without exception, I found magic stones in the brains of all the monsters.

I couldn’t contain my amazement. Magic stones inside the nervous system of a living creature?

“David, look! This is thesis-worthy!”

[‘This is an unprecedented discovery. Just reporting this will make the entire academic world buzz.’]

Could that be all?

A new type of magic stone had emerged.

“As someone who majored in magic stone studies, I can’t let this go.”

[‘Exactly. If you can discover the use for this new magic stone or its connection to monsters, a professor’s position—or even the head of the Magic Tower—won’t be out of reach.’]

My heart started pounding.

***

Other than that, there wasn’t much else to note.

I gathered the stones I’d extracted from the monsters and returned to my shelter.

And as if it were a cosmic joke, rain began to fall.

“Ugh.”

It was about time for it to rain, but I wasn’t thrilled. 

Getting wet always made me feel filthy.

As I mulled over that, a small cough escaped my lips.

“…What’s this?”

Could I have caught something from the Valkyrie?

After days without proper rest and pushing myself to the limit, my body was starting to creak. 

I might be in for a major illness soon.

The Valkyrie needs to recover before my condition worsens.

[‘You should get some rest.’]

Whoosh.

I took shelter under the trees as the rain poured down in torrents. 


The clouds blocked the sun, and the day was growing darker. 

There wasn’t much I could do in this weather.

***

It was while I was diligently maintaining my gear that I heard it.

Grrrr.

A disturbing sound, like grinding teeth. 

I stood up and scanned the hill below. 

The fish-like monsters we saw every night were approaching in groups of three or four.

“It’s daytime, though?”

[‘Looks like they’ve clocked in early because of the rain.’]

“Damn it.”

This could be dangerous.

But I still had to stop them. If I didn’t, it would mean death.

“What’s going on?”

“They’re here. I’ll handle them, you just rest and keep an eye out.”

At the forefront was the octopus monster. 

Its skin wasn’t particularly tough, but it moved quickly and had both regeneration and ranged attack capabilities. 

It needed to be taken out first.

I fired a quick shot from my blue stone-powered heat ray.

But it dodged.

The octopus rapidly approached and began preparing for an attack. 

A ranged attack was coming. 

If I waited to see it, it would be too late.

I flung myself aside, trusting my instincts.

Hissss!

It spat ink, which bubbled as soon as it hit the ground, heating the air. 

Heat waves rose from the spot. 

If I’d been even a little slower, I’d have been in big trouble.

[“Pierce through. Like an arrow cleaving the forest, ravage the enemy.”]

I threw three blue stones at once and activated the spell. 

The octopus monster was caught in a crossfire of light and tumbled backward. 

Splash! 

Purple blood sprayed everywhere.

“Phew.”

I let out a heavy breath.

***

David’s voice crackled over the line.

[‘It’s probably because of the rain. I can see what looks like gills on them.’]

He was right. 

Even the slow walkers were moving faster than usual now.

I gripped my iron club tightly.

Maybe today was the tipping point.

“Hooo.”

***

Rachael exhaled slowly. 

She touched her face—there was still warmth there.

But she felt a little better than yesterday, thanks to the man’s care.

She didn’t want to admit it, but the attention he gave was as tender as that of a family member or lover.

[“ATRAHM.”]

Amid the torrential rain, flashes of fire flickered. 

Pop, pop, the sound of monsters falling echoed around them. 

Rachael knew exactly what that heat ray was.

***

The magic stone used in the Grand Weapon of the Magic Kingdom.

How many Dragon Knights had fallen to that accursed stone?

How many souls never returned to the squadron?

Rachael swallowed hard. 

She, too, had once nearly been shot down by that magic. 

It wasn’t a fond memory.

And yet now, that very magic was protecting her.

“Hmph.”

It was ironic.

Erich Rohnstein.

Rachael understood that his actions were nothing more than a calculated favor. 

That’s why she didn’t feel any real gratitude.

Of course.

After all, the moment they met on the battlefield again, they’d try to kill each other.

More than anything, the man was a mage. 

The kind she despised with every fiber of her being.

One day, when she was rescued from this island and returned to her unit, Rachael would hunt down that mage. 

And she would kill him.

The enemy who killed Daisy and Olivia.

She had to avenge them.

But.

Rachael gripped the crude wooden spear and approached the man from behind. 

A monster, shaped like a massive fish, lunged at his back, and she drove the spear into its throat.

“Screeeeeeech!”

She twisted the spear and flung the creature over her shoulder. 

The ground shook beneath them, and so did her head. 

Rachael felt the world spin around her.

The impaled monster collapsed. 

It didn’t rise again. 

The man who had been fending off enemies in front turned around, startled by the commotion.

The mage said something, but she couldn’t understand.

“What’s he saying? I don’t get a word of it.”

The man sighed. 

His face looked oddly ridiculous and foolish.

“Hey.”

Rachael sorted out her thoughts. 

Whatever the reason the man was treating her well, she decided not to care for now.

Hypocrisy is still kindness, just as bad laws are still laws.

A calculated favor was still a favor.

Even though her body wasn’t in the best condition, she had to fight. 

No one could survive alone on this island. 

Rachael clenched her spear and stood behind the man.

If the Valkyrie hadn’t had her back, she would’ve died. 

She gave the Valkyrie a brief nod and returned her focus to the front.

“Don’t overdo it. If both of us get hurt, that’s the end.”

The rain made it impossible to see far ahead. 

The fog was growing thicker.

Cough.

“If we keep standing here like this, I’m going to catch a cold.”

It wasn’t the time to worry about that now. 

They needed to deal with the monsters first, then think about everything else.

We fought with all our might.

But unlike before, we couldn’t expect to see the end.

Growwwl!

With every passing moment, more and more of them gathered.

“Shit, this isn’t working. We can’t stay here any longer.”

I locked eyes with the Valkyrie. 

We nodded.

“Run!”

We ran, breaking through in the direction away from the coast before the encirclement could close in on us. 

I took the lead, with the Valkyrie following close behind.

But.

“Haa… haa…”

The Valkyrie, still sick, couldn’t run properly. 

As she started to lag behind, I grabbed her hand and shouted.

“If you can’t run, tell me!”

We ran like mad, the crowd of monsters closing in again. 

I was grateful that there were enough distractions around.

I pushed myself forward with everything I had, managing to shake off the monsters. 

We ran downhill toward a flat rock, hoping to escape the rain under a boulder.

But.

“Here…”

[A cave, huh? It looks pretty deep, too.]

It had an eerie atmosphere. 

To be honest, I didn’t want to go in. 

But there was nowhere else nearby that could offer shelter from the rain.

Sigh.

I took a deep breath and entered the cave.

“Hey, are you alright?”

“You don’t look alright.”

Both the Valkyrie and I were soaked to the bone. 

We had lost the monsters, but it felt like we had just exchanged one hell for another.

Especially the Valkyrie. 

When I carried her earlier, I couldn’t believe how hot her body was.

I needed to start a fire quickly.

There was no way a cave in this rainforest would have dry materials. 

The only things around were moss, a few rotten logs, and some bat droppings.

[‘It’s too damp. None of this will work as tinder.’]

“Damn.”

I set the Valkyrie down. 

Maybe from being drenched again, she was shivering uncontrollably.

And I wasn’t much better off. 

I felt a deep chill.

Were we really going to die here? 

Like this, in such a miserable way?

No. 

I refused to let that happen.

I quickly stripped off my clothes and wrung out the water. 

I told the Valkyrie to do the same.

The Valkyrie must’ve realized there was no other choice. 

She started taking off not only my military uniform jacket but also her own clothes. 

We even shook out the water from our pants and boots.

We both knew what needed to be done next.

We laid our pants on the ground and sat on them, leaning against the cave wall, huddling close together. 

Heat radiated from our bodies—enough to feel scorching at points.

To think the first woman I would ever embrace was my enemy. 

What a terrible life.


At least she was warm. 

We could regain some of our body heat this way, although it still wasn’t enough.

“Damn, if only we could get a fire started…”

As I muttered in frustration, David spoke up.

[‘Wait. There’s a way to get fire right now.’]
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David asked.

“Didn’t you bring the magic stones we got from the monsters?”

“Ah.”

I rummaged through my pockets.

There it was.

Even if I lose my mind, I always make sure to grab at least one of those stones.

‘These are magic stones that have never been reported to the academic community. Try conducting a simple analysis. There might be one that generates fire or heat.’

A reasonable suggestion.

I laid out the magic stones we had obtained from the monsters and calmly observed them.

Even though I had almost no mana left after the continuous battles, it didn’t matter. 

The stones were full of it. 

I just needed to use their mana to cast spells.

“By the way, those fishmen, are they really monsters?”

When I lightly tapped the magic stones, each one started to change.

Some emitted light, some grew darker. 

Some circulated their mana, others released power. 

One even converted mana into Ekirel.

“I can’t use them as they are.”

I recited a chant.

“Turn.”

At the same time, the Valkyrie flinched. She tried to pull away from me.

“What are you doing?”

“Starting a fire.”

The Valkyrie narrowed her eyes at me.

“Wait. I’ll warm things up soon.”

Combining magic stones to create a new function is like crafting circuits for a scroll.

The skill of the person handling the materials is crucial, more so than the raw materials themselves.

‘It’s a good idea to use the heat generated when mana is converted into Ekirel as a heat source.’

“You were thinking the same thing as me?”

“Huh?”

“Not you. I was talking to the stone.”

To sum it up, none of the magic stones we had could start a fire.

But they could work as a lantern.

I gathered the ash-grey stones we got from the pedestrians and set their internal magic into motion. 

The mana circulated, slowly disappearing. 

What replaced it was light, heat, and Ekirel. 

The stone glowed brightly.

“Not bad.”

The temperature was rising. It wasn’t as warm as a campfire, but it was enough.

As the cave grew brighter, the surroundings came into clearer view.

[‘It looks like a cave with some depth to it.’]

When I reached my arm into the depths, I felt a chill. 

A cold breeze seemed to flow from deep within.

“Let’s make do with this for tonight.”

“Hoo.”

The Valkyrie exhaled.

“It’s a little chilly.”

I moved the lantern closer to her. 

Whether it was just my imagination or not, it felt like the cave temperature was dropping compared to earlier.

“Hey, stop squirming.”

The Valkyrie leaned away, shivering as the cold wind blew in, then returned to press her shoulder against mine. 

Her eyes wandered, unsure of where to settle.

Unable to find a solution, she eventually chose to bury her face.

This is uncomfortable.

It wasn’t just the position; the psychological discomfort was much worse. 

And the overall situation was unbearable.

We had lost everything—our shelter, our lifeboat, water, food—everything.

“Damn this army.”

“Ain’t the air force just the worst.”

What’s so sweet about the air force? 

My current state is like a honeybee being crushed by a hornet.

At least I’m not alone. 

It’s a small comfort to know that the woman from the enemy nation is suffering through this hell with me.

I know, it’s a pathetic thought. 

But without this bit of rationalization, I’d fall apart.

The rain poured even harder. 

There was nothing we could do today.

Until we return and defeat the monsters and secure proper defenses, rest is the only option. 

We can only stay put and recover.

And now, I was starting to shiver. It seemed like I was coming down with something. 

Great, it hits fast.

Fine, let it be.

If I’m going to get sick anyway, I might as well warm up a little.

I changed my position, placing the lantern behind the Valkyrie’s back and wrapping my arms around her from the front.

“Eek!”

“Too, too close……………..?”

The scent of lotus flowers wafted from the Valkyrie’s hair.

With my arms wrapped around her, I leaned my head back against the cave wall and closed my eyes.

Ah.


I’ve reached my limit.

Rachael curled up tightly. The man’s body heat was more distracting than the cold air.

She could hear his breathing close to her. She could even feel his heartbeat. Without realizing it, Rachael lowered her gaze.

“This is humiliating….”

Her clothes were completely soaked. 

If it hadn’t been for the rain, she wouldn’t be pressed skin-to-skin with this man. 

She didn’t show it, but the sensation was overwhelming for Rachael.

No matter how cold it was, to be embraced by the very wizard who had killed her comrades was the height of disgrace. 

If Daisy and Olivia were watching from the heavens, they would throw stones at her.

“Ugh.”

Rachael bit down on her lower lip.

Time passed like that.

The man who had been holding Rachael slowly began to loosen his grip.

“…Are you asleep?”

Rachael poked the man’s thigh with her finger.

There was no response.

“Cough, he fell asleep.”

Rachael slowly tried to slip out from under him.

Whoooosh.

That’s when a strong wind blew from the depths of the cave.

Of all times, that wind slipped right between Rachael and the man. 

A chilling cold crept up from all sides. 

Rachael instinctively pressed her body back against him.

“Why, why am I stuck with this guy…?”

Rachael’s eyebrows trembled slightly. 

She felt ashamed and disgusted.

It wasn’t just about the man—she felt pathetic for her own sake.

Because she felt relieved.

Despite the desperate situation, she wasn’t alone.

This wizard, as despicable as he was, made her feel somewhat glad to have company. 

It was an unconscious thought. 

But it gave Rachael a sense of guilt.

“Ah.”

The warmth from his back suddenly felt different.

The man had crafted a stone lantern from magic stones. 

Its soft glow pushed away a little of the surrounding darkness.

His warmth at the front, the magic lantern behind—it helped keep Rachael’s body temperature stable.

It was strange. 

If this wizard had held her while facing the lantern, he could have stayed warm from both sides.

But he chose this arrangement.

Was it intentional or not?

Was he simply caring for a sick person, or had he just not thought that far?

Rachael hoped it was the latter.

“Mmmph.”

Rachael finally ran out of energy. 

She fought the rising frustration in her chest and the pounding headache and closed her eyes.

And like that, she slept beside her enemy for the first time.

Maybe it was because she wasn’t alone. 

The night was more bearable than she had expected.

I and Valkyrie, having used the cave as a temporary shelter, decided to stay near the forest for the time being. 

And we agreed never to go outside when it rained—we would rest instead.

The storm didn’t stop anytime soon, and every now and then, we could hear the sounds of monsters prowling nearby. 

Every time, Valkyrie and I would turn off the glowstone and hold each other, barely breathing.

There was always the fear that a monster might discover our location, but the bigger issue was hunger.

Searching for food in the rain was a death sentence. 

The only thing I could do was collect and purify rainwater.

That’s how we went three days without food. 

The rain never stopped.

Just staying in the cave brought a bone-chilling cold, and with the continuous downpour, it was easy to get overwhelmed by the cold if we weren’t careful. 

Because of that, Valkyrie and I stuck close together, even during normal times.

As the physical distance between us shrank, so did the psychological resistance we had towards each other. 

Within a week of being stranded, the boundaries between us had started to crumble.

And, as anyone in close contact with a sick person would know, the result was inevitable.

“Cough, cough!”

In the end, I caught the flu. 

It was ridiculous.

Valkyrie glanced at me nervously, unsure of what to do.

Her face, reflected in the glowstone’s light, was as red as a carrot. 

Not just from the cold, either. 

I didn’t want to think about the position we woke up in this morning.

“Cough. How are you feeling?”

“I didn’t mean to make things worse for you.”

“I guess it’s just starting for me.”

“I feel like I’m going to die from hunger.”

Our stomachs had been growling non-stop for hours. 

Valkyrie was no different. 

We drank the remaining water as a substitute for food.

At least our clothes had dried, a small mercy. 

Valkyrie and I, now dressed in our damp military uniforms, fixed our disheveled appearances. 

At least we didn’t have to sit around in just our underwear anymore.

Once we’d tidied ourselves up, Valkyrie sat down beside me. 

She pulled her legs close and buried her face in her knees, mumbling something.

“…Sorry.”

That afternoon, my fever really started to kick in.

***

Five days after I came down with the flu, Rachael had recovered significantly. 

But now the wizard had started to burn up with fever.

The man lay there like a corpse. 

He held a lantern by his side and clutched stones in each hand, with another stone placed by his head.


Rachael sighed and looked out of the cave. 

The rain still hadn’t let up.

“When will it stop raining…?”

“Wait, what?”

Sunlight was streaming in.
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The rain stopped, and the sun came out, so what Rachael had to do was clear.

Find food.

Rachael glanced at the man lying down and then prepared to head out.

“Warte mal.”

It was then that the man called out to her.

He struggled to sit up and grabbed something from the corner of the cave, holding it out to her. 

It was a wooden spear, with a sharply carved stone tied to the end.

“Hier, nimm das. Du brauchst es.”

“Yeah, I almost forgot the most important thing.”

Rachael accepted the spear. She examined the sharpened end carefully. 

The stone was fully charged with Ekirel.

Rachael, who normally shuddered at the thought of mana, was fine with this medium. 

It had the evil components filtered out. 

Besides, Ekirel could be converted into divine power if needed.

“You’re surprisingly considerate for a magician.”

The man coughed and smiled bitterly.

Though they were enemies, he was the one who stayed by her side when she was at her worst. 

She couldn’t exactly glare at him.

Forcing a smile, Rachael lifted the corners of her mouth.

“I’ll be right back.”

Rachael left the cave.

As expected, there were no monsters in sight. 

The weather was cool, and the sun had yet to reach its peak. 

It wasn’t too hot or too cold. 

How long had it been since things felt this comfortable?

Of course, it wasn’t entirely pleasant. 

She hadn’t bathed in a week, and the suffocating feeling still lingered.

Rachael sniffed her sleeve.

“…Ah.”

It was the man’s scent.

Having cuddled up with the magician to survive the cold, they had spent nearly 70 hours with their skin touching, both of them practically bare as they dried their clothes.

Rachael’s face flushed hot. 

Was she still not over her illness?

She shook off her stray thoughts. 

Her stomach growled. 

It had been three days since she’d eaten anything other than water.

First, she needed to hunt.

Just then, a rodent darted across the bushes. 

Rachael strengthened her body with divine power and took a step forward.

“Ugh…”

Her body ached as if pricked by needles.

Her face burned, and her head spun. 

Despite all that, her spine felt cold. 

She was hot yet cold at the same time. 

Definitely a fever.

How long had it been since she felt this sick? 

Medicines were so advanced these days that she couldn’t recall the last time a minor illness had caused her such pain.

“David, if I die, bury me in the stone mountain.”

[‘You won’t die from this.’]

“Then find a way to make me feel better. Cough, cough!”

[‘You should keep yourself warm.’]

She had drunk boiled water, though it was just rainwater.

But it wasn’t enough.

She made a few more glowstones and arranged them around her sleeping spot. 

After adjusting the power and temperature with simple magic, she lay down when it felt just right.

“Ahh…”

Warm and cozy. 

She felt like a plant in a greenhouse.

“Stones, give me strength.”

[‘I have given it to you.’]

“It’s just not enough. If I had a mountain of glowstones, I’d cover myself with them like a blanket.”

[‘Wouldn’t that be uncomfortable?’]

“No, it wouldn’t. I even sleep on a stone bed.”

[‘Isn’t that a custom of beast people?’]

“I don’t like beast people, but I’ll admit, stone beds are great. Oh, and heated floors too.”

Just as she was deep in conversation with David, footsteps echoed from the cave entrance, casting a shadow over her.

It was the Valkyrie, holding a basket and a spear. 

Our eyes met.

“Oh, you’re back.”

“That’s crazy.”

“If you brought food, hurry and cook it. I’m going to starve to death.”

The Valkyrie sighed and set down the basket. 

I sat up, clutching my throbbing head, and the stones that had been piled on me tumbled off.

I examined what she had hunted. 

A squirrel, something that looked like a rabbit, and a few fish.

“Not bad. It’s a hearty meal for someone who hasn’t eaten in three days.”

No matter how hungry I was, I couldn’t eat raw meat. 

It had to be cooked.

I increased the glowstone’s heat to its maximum. 


Then, I gathered the dried mushrooms and branches scattered inside the cave to build a fire at the entrance. 

Meanwhile, the Valkyrie worked on skinning the animals.

“How are you feeling? Is it okay?”

“Hah, the fire’s ready.”

“D-Don’t get the wrong idea. I don’t actually care about your health. I’m only asking because I need you to stay alive for my own sake.”

“I don’t understand a word you’re saying. Just come over here.”

“Huh?”

“Why are you standing there with that blank look? You should be grilling the meat for the sick person, right?”

I motioned for the Valkyrie to come closer.

“Ugh…”

She shook her head.

Oh, really?

“Hey, I cooked for you when you were sick. You should return the favor. Do you know how annoying and tiring it is to grill meat?”

“But I really don’t want to be near the fire.”

“Come over here.”

The Valkyrie took a step back.

What the heck? 

Wasn’t she hungry too? 

Did she expect me to set the table just because she did the hunting? 

Or maybe she ate something already? 

Huh? 

Now that I think about it, I’m starting to get annoyed.

Thought for a couple of seconds

“No, just a few days ago, I did everything for you. I took care of your nursing, chased away the monsters, and even prepared all the meals. Now it’s your turn to do it! Is it unfair to treat me like this?”

“N-No way. I absolutely can’t stand in front of the campfire, not even if you kill me!”

Valkyria shook her head more vigorously, lost in thought.

“Hah.”

In the end, cooking the food was my responsibility once again. 

As always, I stared into the flames, flipping the skewers back and forth, causing cold sweat to pour down like rain. 

When I looked back, Valkyria was sitting modestly a little distance away.

Contrary to my expectation that she would have a brazen expression, she looked apologetic. 

It’s somewhat bearable because of her real face. 

There must be some sort of story behind it.

“Come on.”

“You must be hungry.”

“Hunting all day must have made you hungry. You eat first.”

“Go ahead and eat first.”

“Eat first. If you eat, I’ll eat right after.”

Of course, this was a calculated action. 

I was just as hungry as she was. 

I swallowed the saliva pooling in my mouth.

Yes, endure it, Erich. 

Filling your stomach takes a moment, but goodwill lasts a lifetime.

“…Thanks.”

Valkyria took the meat and took a bite. 

At first, she chewed slowly, but soon she threw off her mask and began eating rapidly. 

Seeing her, I tore into the rabbit’s hind legs.

“Wow.”

Seriously, this is unbelievable. 

It tastes so good. 

It’s dry, not seasoned, and even has a gamey smell, but it can’t be this delicious.

Eating rice and meat—when protected by civilization, I thought it was no big deal. 

While eating improvised meals, I thought even a bastard wouldn’t eat this. 

But looking back, that wasn’t the case. 

Eating rice and meat—what is this? 

I was on the verge of tears.

“Ugh.”

Valkyria was actually sobbing. 

I pretended not to notice. 

I realized how fragile humans are, how we become weak with trivial things and can’t help but cry over insignificant matters.

All the plentiful food was gone in an instant. 

I was full. 

But I still had to bring food tomorrow.

I couldn’t be sure I’d always be this lucky. 

Long-term heavy rain could trap us inside, or even on good days, we could fail in hunting at any time.

All.

“Cough, hey.”

I took a deep breath and spoke to Valkyria.

“When I’m feeling better, let’s go find the lifeboat. We’ll drag it this way, prepare thoroughly, and then escape.”

Whether to escape towards the Holy Kingdom or Magic Kingdom—I didn’t even mention the latter. 

At our current state, that was a luxury.

It had been nearly two weeks since we were stranded on the uninhabited island teeming with monsters.

Thanks to Valkyria consistently bringing us food last week, we didn’t have a food problem. 

For two days, it rained, and we were trapped in the cave all day. 

On those days, we consumed the stored fish and slept all day to conserve energy.

Of course, I also hugged her to sleep when necessary. 

It was truly unavoidable. 

The cave was unexpectedly cold.

“Alright. At this point, it should be okay to move.”

I checked the magic stones I had made while resting.

“Chamber of Purity, Umbrella Stone, Pure White Stone, Gamyeong Stone—”

Except for the Chamber of Purity, they all consumed a lot of mana. 

It required considerable skill, but I managed to create them somehow. 

Even if a situation like that occurs, we should be able to handle it now.

“Have you got everything?”

“Yeah, let’s go.”

When the sun was high in the sky, we set off towards the coast where we first met. 

According to Valkyria, there were still a few monsters lurking around during the day, which is why we couldn’t retrieve the lifeboat.

Our goal was simple. 

Focus our firepower to defeat the creatures in a short period and then bring the lifeboat back to the cave.

“Look there.”

“There really are some.”

Despite it being broad daylight, a few monsters were wandering near the lifeboat. 

We watched their movements for a moment. 

When one returned to the sea, another would come up and wait.

“Something… don’t they seem to be on guard?”

“They seem to have some intelligence.”

“Let’s enter carefully.”

I waved a signal, and Valkyria chanted a prayer.

Since we couldn’t communicate verbally, we connected through hand signals. 

Gestures like “Go” and “Wait” were standardized, similar to those used in the military, before we decided to move. 

Valkyria agreed to take the vanguard while I stayed in the rear.

Whoosh.

The offensive magic stones entered standby mode.

“Move.”

I gave the signal, and Valkyria dashed forward. 

She swiftly snapped the lids off the pedestrians’ helmets along the straight path to the lifeboat.

Next to her, an octopus-like monster, the ‘Spitter,’ tried to shoot ink. 

At that moment, I fired the Chamber of Purity.

Impact!

The Spitter’s head exploded instantly.

Since it wasn’t raining, cleaning up was easy. 

Our physical condition was also optimal. 

If we continued like this, we could retrieve the lifeboat.

That’s when I thought…


‘Ooooo.’

A new creature appeared.

It was a large monster, its entire body covered in barnacles. 

It wore ripped shorts around the lower part of its body.

‘Ah, for the lady.’
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The barnacle monster spoke.

And it was in Hyun.

“What did it just say?”

“For the everlasting beauty of the young lady.”

I hadn’t misheard it.

“What is that creature saying?”

“Humans, fresh humans must be offered.”

The barnacle monster lifted the lifeboat. 

Thinking it was going to throw it, I braced myself to dodge, but I was wrong.

The creature placed the lifeboat on its head and started to retreat.

“It’s running away!”

“Stop it from getting away!”

The Valkyrie dashed ahead.

I knocked down the last pedestrian and followed her.

“If we lose that lifeboat, we’re done for!”

“Yeah, I know!”

The Valkyrie and I sprinted with all our might. 

The barnacle monster was more agile than I could’ve imagined. 

If we slowed down even a bit, it felt like we’d lose it.

How can something that big move that fast?

Whoosh!

The creature sped down a slope. 

It was heading toward a gravel field. 

The chase became even more difficult, but we had no choice. 

We had to catch it.

The monster, fleeing along the edge of the coastal cliff, rounded a corner.

David gave some advice.

[“Use the Camyeong Stone.”]

“Hey!”

The Valkyrie glanced back at me.

I signaled her.

“Move aside!”

She stepped to the side as I pulled a dark, ink-colored stone from my pocket, muttering under my breath.

[“Bind.”]

The stone, responding to my Hyun, emitted a sinister glow and started to rot.

And then.

Rumble!

The gravel on the ground began to resonate.

Bang!

The gravel shot up and struck the monster running ahead of us.

With a dull thud, the creature fell.

As it collapsed, the surrounding gravel swarmed around it like a horde of rats.

Those stones weren’t magic stones, but they were behaving like them, following the Camyeong Stone’s command.

This phenomenon is called Jun-dong.

“Aaahhh!”

The monster, now surrounded by stones, screamed.

“Pierce through.”

I bound its legs and shot the Camyeong Stone.

Crack!

Without any deviation, the Camyeong Stone pierced through the creature’s shell.

No matter how hard its shell was, a barnacle was still a barnacle.

However, the next moment, something unexpected happened.

“For the young lady.”

With its last burst of energy, the monster hurled the lifeboat.

“Ah!”

The Valkyrie gasped.

I, too, froze as I saw where the boat was headed.

It was headed for a cave. A nearly vertical cave.

“Aaaah!”

After finishing off the Hyun-speaking monster, the Valkyrie and I inspected the cave’s interior.

It was dark, with no sunlight reaching inside.

I pulled out the luminescent stone I had brought and infused it with my power.

“Ah, damn it.”

“Holy shit.”

The lifeboat had fallen to the bottom.

“Now what do we do?”

“Hold on. I’ll make a floating stone and lift it up.”

Things had gotten complicated, but nothing we couldn’t handle.

I signaled the Valkyrie and started rummaging through the gravel.

Let’s see, something that could be used as a material for a floating stone…

“Hey!”

“Huh?”

“Something’s wrong! Come here! NOW!”

The Valkyrie urgently waved her hand.

I sensed something was wrong and quickly ran over.

Roar!

The sound of water pouring in echoed from deep within the cave.

No way.

“…Ah, crap.”


The water was rising.

And it was rising fast.

“No time. We need to act now!”

The distance to the cave floor wasn’t too deep.

If the Valkyrie and I worked together, we could retrieve the lifeboat before the water rose too high.

We locked eyes and immediately sprang into action.

The Valkyrie quickly descended while I maintained the brightness of the luminescent stone to help her see clearly.

Soon, her feet touched the ground.

“Got it! Now pull it up!”

I took the lifeboat from the Valkyrie and pulled it out of the cave.

It took less than three minutes.

The first hurdle was cleared.

Now, all that was left was to help her climb back up.

The sound of rushing water grew louder.

The Valkyrie’s eyes trembled slightly, but she remained composed, stepping on the protruding parts of the slope as she climbed.

Finally, when she was halfway up, I lay on the ground and reached out my hand.

“Grab on!”

I grabbed her flailing hand.

For a moment, she seemed to relax, but then a wave of water, as if a dam had burst, slammed into her legs and waist.

“Ugh!”

I could feel the immense resistance from the Valkyrie’s hand.

The water was pulling her down.

Her face went pale.

“Pull me up, hurry!”

“I’m doing my… best!”

I used all my strength, but it was no use.

The water kept surging, now reaching her chest.

My arms felt like they were going to be torn off.

In that moment, I realized.

Ah, this isn’t going to work.

But I didn’t give up.

Letting her go wasn’t an option.

Even if she was my enemy, if I let her go, I’d regret it for the rest of my life.

My stubbornness led to a disastrous outcome.

In the end, I couldn’t withstand the current either, and my body was pulled into the water.

My floating body helplessly began to plummet.

“Argh!”

“Aaaah!”

With that scream, we were sucked deeper into the cave, following the fierce waves.

Valkyrie and I held on tightly to each other, letting the current carry us. 

For now, it was the best we could do.

How many minutes had passed? 

After being tossed and turned along the long passage, we were finally pushed down into a lake nestled inside the cave.

“Hah… Hah…”

I swam out of the lake. Valkyrie followed right behind me. 

I reached out my hand to her.

“Grab on.”

For a moment, she flinched as she was about to reach for my hand. 

Hesitating, she climbed out on her own, refusing my help. 

Feeling awkward, I scratched my head.

“Phew, what a messed-up life.”

The clothes I had dried earlier were soaked again. 

I hope I don’t end up getting sick from this.

Valkyrie blinked her long eyelashes as she squeezed water out of her hair. 

She glanced at me, and in a small voice, she muttered,

“Sorry. It’s my fault.”

“Forget it. Let’s just find a way out.”

I looked around.

The cave was vast, with several paths branching off in different directions.

“Looks like we can’t go back the way we came.”

I quickly realized that the waterway that brought us here wasn’t a natural phenomenon. 

Given the physical structure of the place, there was no way the waves could have formed like that.

“Maybe there’s some kind of boss living here.”

The leader of those fish monsters… 

From what that barnacle creature said earlier, there might be someone or something called ‘Lady’ that rules over this island and the cave.

That would be a problem.

First, we needed to make weapons. 

Because we had to pull the life raft by hand earlier, both Valkyrie and I were left without any proper tools. 

The only thing I had on me was a mana stone in my pocket, which would have to be our sole means of attack for now.

“Ripen, fruit.”

I cut off a nearby stalactite, shaped it, and handed it to Valkyrie. 

Then I gathered the stones scattered around and turned them into mana stones.

After glancing at the scenery and at Valkyrie, I motioned with my hand.

“Let’s go. We need to find the exit.”

Rachael recalled the man’s actions from earlier.

Even when his life was in danger, he never let go of her wrist. 

Even though they had fallen into this place because of him, he hadn’t blamed her at all.

It wasn’t what she had expected.

Up until now, Rachael had thought he would abandon her at any moment. 

Especially in life-threatening situations like earlier, she had been certain that his true nature would emerge without hesitation.

But it turned out she was wrong. 

He hadn’t acted selfishly. 

Instead of ensuring his own safety, he had chosen to face the treacherous path of being swept away by the water alongside her. 

He must have known what he was doing. 

That was all there was to it.

Who is this man?

She had always believed that mages were all evil and twisted, but could this one be different?

No, even if he was, it didn’t excuse the fact that he had killed her precious comrades right in front of her. 

That wasn’t something she could ever forgive.

Still, maybe… maybe he was a genuinely good person deep down…

Her head spun with all sorts of conflicting thoughts. 

Rachael shook her head, trying to clear it. 

Dwelling on it would only make her more confused.

Survival.

For now, she needed to focus on survival. 

Her only goal was to return safely to the Holy Kingdom.

“Kommst du nicht, gehe ich vor.”

(“If you don’t come, I’ll go ahead.”)

“Hey, wait! Hold on!”

Rachael hurriedly chased after the man who had started walking ahead.

The cave we had fallen into was much larger than I had imagined. 

The paths were confusing, and the fish-like monsters appeared frequently.

They would often emerge suddenly from the lakes scattered throughout the cave. 

At first, we were caught off guard by their ambushes, but soon enough, we figured out their patterns and could respond accordingly.

“This is the path we came through earlier.”


No need to check this area anymore. 

I scratched an X on the wall with a glowing stone.

After wandering around for hours in search of an exit, we finally came across a massive stone door that was at least five times the height of a person.

“Whoa.”

This was the first trace of civilization we had encountered since arriving on this island.



 
  Chapter 12: A Little Bit of Trust (3)


Creeeeak.

The door opened.

An ominous presence seeped out like a cold chill.

“Ugh.”

Valkyrie took a step back.

“Why?”

“Something feels off beyond the door.”

Valkyrie’s expression was grim.

“The density of mana is too high. There might be a really powerful monster inside.”

I could guess why she hesitated.

The mana concentration was unnaturally high.

“Can’t we just take a different way?”

I retraced the path we had taken.

“Doesn’t seem like it.”

We had already wandered around, but every path had led to a dead end. 

To find a new way, we had to go through this door. 

There was no other option.

When I showed Valkyrie the map we had made so far, her face darkened even more.

And then.

[This is the only passage that leads to the exit.]

A woman’s voice echoed from beyond the door.

[If you really don’t trust me, you’re welcome to check. But you’ll end up back here again.]

Her voice was bewitching.

[Hmm, but I’m not very patient.]

It was as if she was trying to lure us in.

[You there, the woman with black hair and golden eyes. You’re truly beautiful. I’m so pleased that someone alive has finally come to Ossum after all this time, and to think—]

Valkyrie flinched, her shoulders trembling. 

Looking closer, she was visibly shaking. 

No wonder. 

While her words sounded refined to me, Valkyrie must have heard them as an indecipherable whisper.

[And you, handsome one. Why don’t you come over here, too?]

“….”

[Don’t test my patience.]

As soon as those words were spoken, water erupted from several spots on the cave floor.

Splash!

Monsters began to appear one by one.

Some walked, some crawled, some spat things. 

There were creatures I was familiar with, but there were also several new ones I hadn’t seen before.

[Oh, Miss, for you… we must offer… a living human.]

A few of the monsters started speaking in strange tongues.

[Oh, our beautiful Lady Leslie. The poor lady of the fallen house of Palenche. You don’t belong here, trapped in this curse.]

[We must free the poor lady.]

[Ooooh.]

[Push these humans inside… as an offering to the lady…]

Valkyrie and I immediately went into battle stance.

“Tsk.”

There were quite a lot of them. 

Even the ones I recognized had different colors or appearances.

For example, the walkers. 

The ones I usually caught looked like sea bream, but the ones here resembled mackerel.

‘Tip: Mackerel tastes better when grilled than eaten raw.’

Wow, thanks for the tip, David.

But that’s because you don’t have any taste. 

If you catch them in clean waters, they have a texture that rivals swordfish, even raw.

“Any tips for fighting?”

‘There’s a significant difference in numbers. Focus on defense and take them out one by one. I recommend using the Umbrella Stone.’

I pulled a mana stone from my left pocket and called out to Valkyrie.

When I signaled her, she nodded.

I used the Umbrella Stone to protect Valkyrie while supporting her attacks. 

In no time, she turned the jellyfish-like monsters into cold salad.

The path was narrow and winding, making it difficult to cast magic properly. 

We backed into a more open space beyond the door, protecting each other as we moved.

And then, at that moment.

[Enough.]

Thud.

The door closed.

At the same time, the movements of the advancing monsters ceased.

[Come now. Enter my abode, the home of me and my kin.]

Our heads turned toward the singing voice.

Out of the darkness appeared a woman. 

She was stark white, her body matching the pale cave around her. 

Except for her face, which was unnaturally flushed. 

It felt like her face belonged to someone else.

The woman’s body was human from the waist up, but from the waist down, she was no different from a fish. 

Where her legs should have been, there was only a tail covered in scales and a single fin.

“…Mermaid?”

A mermaid.

I thought they were creatures of myth. 

Who would have thought they were part of the species of monsters that had been extinct for so long?


[Everyone, gather around. We must welcome our guests.]

Step, step, step.

Monsters emerged from behind her, moving in perfect unison.

They lined up in two rows, parting on either side.

“Is she commanding the monsters?”

“Looks like she’s the leader here.”

I carefully examined the state of the monsters. 

The mermaid was controlling them with her voice.

The mermaid smiled gently as she spoke.

“Who are you?”

[…Huh?]

When I interrupted her, she looked quite surprised.

[You, the man. Can you understand my words?]

“Yes. I can understand you.”

[You can speak Mantra? Are you a magician?]

“If you’re referring to the language of whispers, then yes. I am a mage from the Magic kingdom.”

The mermaid tilted her head, puzzled.

[A mage? Magic kingdom? Hmm, I suppose it’s similar to what I know. It makes sense that the terms would have changed over time.”]

She chuckled.

[What’s your name?]

“When asking for someone’s name, isn’t it polite to introduce yourself first?”

[Lahagi Naniya Shivida Darda…]

“Status?”

[I am the esteemed daughter of the Duke of Palence. Even in this wretched state, that fact remains unchanged. Our family, our nation’s flag, must still stand tall, right?]

“Were you once human?”

[Just answer the question.]

I gestured to Valkyrie, who was floating around indecisively, signaling her to wait a little longer before I continued speaking.

“Palenche family? Never heard of it.”

[Not Palenche, Palence! Don’t you know the Palence of the Kingdom of Silis? A great noble house, practically equal to a marquis! Wait, are you so lowborn that you wouldn’t know?]

The Kingdom of Silis.

I vaguely remembered it from middle school history class. 

It was on the east side of the Holy kingdom  and had been destroyed hundreds of years ago.

“That nation no longer exists.”

[No longer… exists?]

The mermaid’s pupils contracted.

“And you’re talking about counts and marquises, but the class system has long been abolished in most countries.”

[What are you saying? It’s only been a few decades, hasn’t it?]

The mermaid clutched her head in disbelief.

[No, this can’t be. My family… gone? The place I need to exact revenge on… vanished without a trace?]

Her expression changed rapidly.

But soon, she let out a twisted chuckle, straightening her previously scrunched-up face.

A cold, eerie feeling spread through the air.

[No… It doesn’t matter how it disappeared. I hated them anyway. They all pointed fingers at me, saying I had no talent. If I was ugly, they said, I should at least sing well. They never contributed anything.]

The mermaid continued to mutter.

[I wanted to do well too. I wanted to be good at something so I could earn his favor. But he never even looked at me, his fiancée, while he played with some lowly peasant girl…!]

Her voice was filled with bitterness and resentment.

[And then, just because I made a deal with a demon, they banished me to this wretched island. Don’t you think that’s unfair?]

“You made a pact with a demon?”

By this point, I had made my judgment. 

This creature was one of two things: either a monster that believed it was human, or a human who had transformed into a creature after making a pact with a demon.

[The old hag told me that if I offered the ashes of one hundred young men and women on the altar, I would be reborn as the most beautiful being in the world. She said I could finally escape this damned island!]

The mermaid—or rather, the monster—screamed.

[I’ve already sacrificed ninety-eight. I don’t know how many years I’ve waited, but with just you two, I can finally leave this cursed place. I can finally break free from my chains!]

In the next moment, the monster darted toward us like a cobra.

“No way around it. We have to take down the leader of these creatures.”

“Yeah, if we take her down, we can get out of this cave.”

Valkyrie and I immediately prepared ourselves for battle. 

She raised her spear, and I began to channel the magic imbued in my Azure Stone.

But expecting a physical attack was a mistake.

The monster began to hum. 

The sound waves, heavy with pressure, crashed into my mind, shaking my thoughts.

“…What?”

I blinked, and the scenery changed.

I was on a battleship.

“Senior!”

A voice called from behind me.

“Congratulations on your promotion to captain.”

“…Lieutenant?”

I couldn’t believe my eyes. 

Approaching me from behind was David Kanihi, a lieutenant from the same Mana Stone department at Larion Academy. 

He was one of my dearest friends in the 8th Fleet.

“You… you’re supposed to be dead.”

“What are you talking about, senior? Did you have a nightmare?”

“Commander Kallon is looking for you. He says your skills are needed to restore the White Phosphorus Stone.”

Commander Kallon is alive? 

That’s impossible. 

I was certain he had been killed by the ‘Black Cat’…

But there was no need to ask or be confused.

My hands were already searching through the pockets of my uniform.

Nothing.

Not even a small pebble, let alone a mana stone.

“Heh.”

I understood what was happening.

“Sloppy. You couldn’t replicate it all, could you?”

“Senior?”

“It’s not like me to use magic without a mana stone…”

“Senior? Captain? Are you feeling alright?”

“I think I’ll have to kill you a second time.”

I snapped my fingers.

“Time, flow. Let the chaff blow away, leaving only the grain.”

As I uttered the chant, time sped up rapidly.

Commander Kallon died, and I was promoted to major, taking his place. 

David and I boarded the ship to assist in battle. 

The fleet set sail. 

The mist was thick. 

Just like that day, it rained heavily.

Before long, the Holy kingdom ’s elite Dragon Knight unit, the White Lotus Brigade, appeared. Among them, wielding her sacred lance, was ‘Black Cat’ Rachel Brokenheart, her goggles in place.

“Senior! Captain Erich! Aaaaaah!”

Separated from me, David fired his mana stones wildly at the Dragon Knights but was eventually struck down by Rachel’s lance.

I gritted my teeth.

There was nothing I could do. 

This was just an illusion. 

Normally, I could see, hear, and touch everything, but not now.

The rest played out just the same. 

My body moved on its own. 

I tossed two of Rachel’s comrades into the ocean and sent her plunging into the sea, escaping on a lifeboat.

The nightmare ended there.

“Tsk.”

A sharp pain throbbed in my head. 

Malignant mana gnawed at my cerebral cortex. 

I began regulating the mana within me to restore its natural flow.

That’s how I managed to stay sane.

“Mist, be gone.”

At my words, the thick fog dispersed in all directions. 

The illusion should have ended now that the magic had run its course. 

As I returned to reality, I started thinking about how I would beat the mermaid to a pulp.

But.

“…?”

The illusion didn’t end.

When I blinked again, I found myself in a small village nestled in a coastal basin. 

It looked like an ordinary fishing village, but I had never been to such a place.

Something was off.

Every house was engulfed in bright red flames. 

Cries of anguish echoed from all around.

The concentration of mana in the air was unnaturally high. 

It didn’t take long to realize that this fire wasn’t natural; it had been created by flame magic.

“Help! Somebody, please! My mom and dad are still inside!”


I turned around. 

Behind me was a burning two-story house. 

In front of it stood a young girl with black hair and golden eyes, her face covered in soot.

The girl, after shouting and crying for help, collapsed on the ground, her strength spent.

“Somebody, please, anyone, help me… sob…”



 
  Chapter 13: A Little Bit of Trust (4)


Rachael swallowed a shaky breath and got up.

The last thing she remembered was being struck by the sonic attack of that mermaid monster, and when she came to, she was lying in bed. 

The back of her head and her lower back were drenched with sweat.

It felt sticky, yet at the same time, a soft and fresh scent filled her nose. 

It was a familiar fragrance, one she hadn’t smelled in a long time.

Rachael slowly lifted herself up and looked around.

The first thing she noticed was the pastel-toned floral wallpaper. 

Next, her eyes fell on the oak desk and the wardrobe where her clothes were stored. 

And there, on the shelf, were the dolls her mother had made for her by hand.

Everything was the same as the room she remembered from her childhood.

But how?

This place shouldn’t exist anymore. 

It had all burned down that day, leaving not even a trace. 

Yet, now it stood before her, perfectly intact.

Rachael slapped her own cheek.

“Ouch.”

It hurt. 

The pain was too vivid for this to be a dream.

Getting up from the bed, Rachael suddenly noticed that she was shorter than usual. 

She hurried over to the full-length mirror. 

Reflected back at her was a small child, no more than six or seven years old.

“This doesn’t make any sense.”

No matter how she thought about it, it wasn’t realistic.

‘It must be a dream.’

A dream where she had lost her parents, become a soldier of the Holy Spirit Kingdom, and got stranded on a deserted island with enemy sorcerers.

What kind of horrible nightmare is this? 

If only it had been a dream where a prince on a white horse came to embrace her. 

Though, that enemy man from the dream had been quite handsome too… 

What am I even saying?

Shaking her head, Rachael wiped the cold sweat from her forehead. 

She opened the door and headed downstairs.

A savory smell wafted up from the direction of the kitchen.

“Oh my, Rachael. You’re up early today.”

“The sun must be rising in the west today, huh? Haha.”

The two adults who greeted her at the bottom of the stairs were her parents. 

Her mother, Sierra Brokenheart, was cooking breakfast, and her father, Lyman Brokenheart, was reviewing handouts to distribute to his middle school students.

“It’s the weekend. You could’ve slept in a bit longer.”

“It’s fine. Now that I’m awake, let’s eat together. But, Princess, you’ll have to get your own fork and plate, alright?”

Mother. Father.

It had only been a day, but seeing them again after nearly 15 years made her emotions swell.

Tears started streaming down Rachael’s cheeks.

“Huh? What’s wrong all of a sudden?”

“Did you have a bad dream?”

She couldn’t control her emotions. 

Rachael rushed to her parents and clung to them. 

Tears flowed endlessly, as if someone had turned on a faucet.

Though Sierra seemed taken aback, she didn’t say anything, gently stroking Rachael’s head. 

The warmth from her touch was as real as a dream come true. 

The feel of it, the scent—it was exactly as she remembered.

Thus, Rachael’s peaceful life resumed with her family. 

They ate meals together, went on picnics, tended to the garden, and sometimes went fishing.

Everything was so perfect.

Until the plague hit their village.

“Cough, cough!”

Those infected with the disease were plagued by endless coughing. 

The single hospital in their remote village was soon overflowing. 

The collapse of the medical system was inevitable.

“Dear, Rachael. It’s best if you don’t go outside for now. We should manage with the food we have at home. The state of the people with the flu is really concerning.”

Rachael felt a sense of foreboding.

The nightmare she had months ago started from this point. 

The villagers were struck with an unknown disease.

If her memory served, the next thing to happen would be the arrival of a group of outsiders, spewing nonsense like heretics.

“Only fire! Only fire can rid us of this plague!”

Just like that.

“This is divine punishment! If left unchecked, everyone will fall ill!”

“Folks! Burn down the houses of the infected immediately! Only that will appease the wrath of the gods!”

Rachael’s heart pounded wildly.

“A nurse distributing disinfectant told me that the sick all described their throats feeling as if they were burning. And they’re coughing up small particles of Ekirel.”

That’s what Lyman said after returning from the hospital with supplies.

“No, no.”

Rachael, pale as a ghost, grabbed her parents’ hands.

“Mom! Dad! We need to leave this village right now!”

“Rachael, what’s gotten into you?”

“If we stay here, our entire family will die!”

Rachael shouted.

“Those strange people outside—they’re all evil sorcerers! They’re trying to summon demons using the villagers as sacrifices! This plague? They’re the ones who spread it!”

“Oh dear, now you’re being dramatic.”

Sierra gently patted Rachael’s cheek.

“Our little princess, there’s no need to worry so much. Do you know what time we live in now? Those people are just crazy. Don’t believe what they say.”


“Your mother’s right. Things will get better soon. Even if things get tough, we’ll be fine if we just stay indoors.”

“But if we stay here, every house in this village will burn down!”

“Rachael, didn’t the village chief say over the broadcast yesterday? The doctors and priests will be here soon. If we wait a little longer, everything will be okay.”

Maybe she was just overreacting. That’s what she wanted to believe.

But when she heard that one of the critical patients had collapsed, coughing up fire instead of blood, her unease turned into certainty.

“Mom, Dad! I’m telling you, it’s the sorcerers! We have to escape now! If we don’t, we’ll become sacrifices too!”

“Come on. That’s hard to believe…”

Her parents looked skeptical. Of course, anyone would be. Who would believe someone could cough up fire? It’s not something you believe unless you see it with your own eyes.

“Isn’t it just another strange rumor from those outsiders?”

“Let’s wait until the priests arrive.”

“No! We need to escape right now! I had a dream—a dream that those lunatics are going to set our house on fire tonight!”

Despite Rachael’s desperate pleas, it was in vain. Lyman and Sierra, instead of listening to their only daughter, simply reassured her not to worry so much.

Rachael suppressed her frustration. This won’t do. I need to pack clothes and food. At the very least, I’ll keep the front door ajar so we can escape quickly if the house catches fire.

Just as she was about to put her plan into action—

“Huh?”

Time began to speed up.

She had only blinked. But where the sun had been in the sky just moments before, darkness had already fallen. 

Rachael was startled when she checked the time.

“What? Why is it suddenly the middle of the night…?”

“Honey! Get up, quick! I smell something burning in the house!”

Rachael felt the hair on the back of her neck stand on end.

There was no time to think. 

Rachael rushed to the window and pulled back the curtains. 

Smoke was rising all around, darkening the sky. It looked like the end of the world.

The smell wasn’t just burning wood. 

A foul, sickening stench was mixed in.

Mana.

It was the stench that came when Ekirel was converted into mana.

“Rachael!”

Her father’s voice, Lyman’s, called out from downstairs. 

Rachael hurried down the stairs and joined her parents at the front door.

“Dad! Mom!”

“Rachael, you were right! We need to get out, now! But…!”

“What is it, honey?”

“The doorknob’s too hot to touch!”

Flames started pouring through the front door.

“Damn it! We can’t go out this way!”

“Let’s escape through the window!”

But the entire first floor was already surrounded by flames, and all exits were blocked. Rachael’s parents grabbed thick blankets, and they all ran upstairs.

The windows on the second floor were smaller than those on the first. It was a space that had originally been the attic, and the previous owner had only partially converted it. 

The windows were just big enough for little Rachael to squeeze through.

“Rachael, wrap yourself in this blanket and jump down.”

“But, Mom!”

“Don’t be scared. Just hold on for one second, and it’ll all be over.”

It wasn’t the jump that terrified her. 

What truly frightened her was the possibility that if she jumped now, she might never see her parents again. 

That her nightmare would come true.

“Where are you and Dad going to escape to?”

“If you jump out first, we’ll find another window and get out. Or we’ll stay in the bathroom with the water running. Then, Rachael, you can come back with the firefighters and save us. Got it?”

“Our little princess, promise?”

Sierra and Lyman reassured Rachael with composure.

She wanted to shout, ‘No, I’d rather die together with you, Mom and Dad!’

But her rational mind knew the truth: the only way to save her parents was to jump down and get help from the outside.

Wrapping herself tightly in the blanket, Rachael barely squeezed through the window and tumbled down. 

Thud. 

Her fragile body absorbed a considerable shock.

“Ha… ha… Mom… Dad…”

Rachael threw off the blanket and looked back. 

The entire house was engulfed in flames. 

The two neighboring houses were the same. 

This was no ordinary fire.

Rachael ran. 

She headed toward the fire station.

The whole village was burning. 

The fire department might already be paralyzed. 

She dodged flying embers, her face getting scorched as she went.

Her fears weren’t wrong.

The fire station was burning too.

“Ah…”

Now, there was truly nothing she could do. 

The only option left was to run through the streets and beg for help from the villagers.

So Rachael ran, and ran, and ran some more. 

She dashed down the main road, searching for someone who could help. 

Her small child’s body struggled with every breath.

But in a village consumed by flames, there was no one to help her. 

There was no way to call for aid from the outside, either. 

The village chief’s house, the only one with a long-range communication device, was also on fire.

Helplessness. 

Despair.

Returning to the front of her burning home, Rachael collapsed into tears.

“Help!”

Would salvation come?

“Is anyone there?”

Probably not.

“My mom and dad are inside the house!”

They weren’t in the dream, either.

“Someone, anyone, please help! Please…”

Rachael cried out until she had no strength left and collapsed forward.

Maybe the dream that day had been a premonition. 

Maybe the goddess had given her a warning, telling her to convince her parents to flee before the tragedy struck.

Rachael had failed. 

She dismissed the dream as just a dream. 

She didn’t know it would become reality.

As she clawed at the ground, screaming in despair…

“W’HE DISSA.”

Thud.

A group of people appeared.

“QUNO NIDDH FAIH?”

Rachael didn’t understand what they were saying. 

But one thing was clear: these were the sorcerers, the ones responsible for the destruction of her village.

She hadn’t encountered them in her dream. 

In the dream, she was rescued by priests who arrived after everything was over, and they explained what had happened. 

The sorcerers had tried to use the village as a sacrifice for some evil ritual.

The ritual had failed thanks to the priests’ cleansing, but Rachael’s life had been ruined. 

She lost her parents and was sent to an orphanage, where she lost all joy.

The nun at the orphanage used to say all the time that sorcerers were wicked creatures, servants of demons who had spread evil in the world during the Middle Ages under the Dark Lord.

From then on, Rachael harbored a deep hatred for sorcerers.

That was why she joined the Holy Spirit Kingdom’s Air Force. 

The land of sorcerers was her only target for revenge.

“DILL RUKE AUFH ROETSSHEM BH KM. HYUIFR.”

“SU, SHI INDALLAH FAIH NON LIDTEEMARAN CHUI BL…”

“TAUF. FAIH CAST NORZEN KENNIQ PI OLORHA VEMON EFF MIZCHEKH SANDALR U HOM. AL?”

The sorcerers muttered in the demonic tongue. 

Then, a tall man in a robe grabbed Rachael’s leg and dragged her.

“Let go! Let go of me!”

She tried to resist, but it was pointless. 

In her current body, she stood no chance against an adult man.

“ZEINNH SIE UPOH TRAGHA.”

Just as the man was about to throw Rachael into the fire, a stone flew from the side and struck his temple.

“Argh!”

Thud.

The man collapsed. 

His companions panicked and murmured in confusion. 

One of them turned in the direction the stone had come from.

Out of the ashes, a young man wearing a uniform of the sorcerer’s kingdom approached.

Rachael’s pupils narrowed as she recognized his face.

“Erich… Rohnstein?”

The enemy sorcerer officer from her nightmare. 

The second nightmare that haunted her since her orphanage days—the one who had taken her friends’ lives—appeared from the darkness.

“Rachael Brokenheart.”

He spoke.

“Wake up. This is all an illusion.”

Magic is no different from a kitchen knife. 

Used wisely, it can be a helpful tool, but used recklessly, it becomes a weapon for murder.

That’s why sorcerers created a set of rules called the ‘Covenant.’ 

To prevent the rise of reckless fools who wield magic carelessly.

The Covenant of Sorcery. 

Also known as the Oath of Zeraem.

Since the founding of the Sorcerer Kingdom, it became part of the nation’s laws. 

They established a system for regulating sorcerers’ powers, and destructive magic was classified as ‘Forbidden.’ 

Those who violated it faced life imprisonment or execution.

Illusion magic was classified as one of the highest-level Forbidden Spells—an instant death sentence.

Once cast, it allowed the caster to control the victim’s emotions at will, ultimately causing their neural cells to burst.

***

“What’s this?”

“Why is the kid still here?”

“Looks like she escaped somehow. Grab her and throw her back in.”

“Hey, she’s just a kid. Isn’t that a bit too much…”

“Who cares? Everyone knows children’s bones are the most effective for the Dark Lord’s resurrection, right?”

I realized that I was standing within Valkyrie’s memories.

“Let go! Let me go!”

“I’ll send you to your parents.”

Even with only fragments, it was clear. 

This was the most agonizing and painful time in her life.

At the same time, I understood why she had a deep fear of bonfires.

“Tsk.”

I picked up a stone lying nearby and hurled it at the robed man who was about to throw Rachael into the burning house, giving him a firsthand experience of our ancient tradition of stone-throwing.

“Argh!”

“Who’s there? Who did that?”

The remaining group glared at me. 

But by the time they noticed, stones were already embedded in their foreheads.

“Go back.”

As I recited the words, the world around us began to blur. 

Rachael was staring at me. 

She was beginning to recognize that this world was an illusion.

“…Erich Rohnstein?”

“Rachael Brokenheart. Wake up. This is all just a memory.”

“What? What do you mean…”

“This place is your memory. Think back. What were you doing just a moment ago?”

There was no life in Rachael’s pupils. 

She must’ve been deeply traumatized. 

Damn it, that’s why Forbidden Spells are so dangerous.

I raised my voice.

“We’re stranded on a deserted island. We were about to escape on a lifeboat when we fell into a cave and encountered a mermaid monster! This is an illusion created by its magic! You don’t even know the sorcerer’s language! Just think about how you’re talking to me right now, and it doesn’t make sense!”

“Then… that means…”

Rachael muttered.

“It wasn’t a dream. All of that… really happened?”

“I don’t know your past, but probably.”

The girl’s mouth twisted. 

Her eyes looked as lifeless as rotten fish.

“Take my hand, Rachael. No, Valkyrie.”

Rachael slowly reached out and took my hand. 

The world shifted. 

The burning village disappeared, replaced by a blank, white space.

We had made it to the ‘backstage’ of the illusion magic.

The Valkyrie, now back in her true form, sniffled. 

Though she was my enemy, I couldn’t stand to see her like this, so I wiped her tears away.

“Damn sorcerers. I’m going to kill them all.”


“Leave me out of that.”

“I’ll think about it.”

The illusionary world began to collapse. 

It was time to return to reality.

“First, let’s kill that fish-witch.”



 
  Chapter 14: A Little Bit of Trust (5)


Siren.

A creature with a form that is half human, half fish. 

Sirens were known in mythology as beings that lured people into the sea with their beautiful songs.

Leslie, daughter of the Count of Florence, found herself in the body of a siren. 

To make matters worse, she was trapped alone on an island of unknown origin.

“You’ve opened your eyes,” said a voice.

The one who spoke to her amidst her confusion was a demon, a creature from another realm whom she had summoned and bound to her soul.

“Your ship encountered a fierce storm on your way to exile. It capsized, and you, along with all who followed you, sank into the sea and drowned. However, I used my power to resurrect you, so you should be grateful for this new life.”

The price of summoning the demon was her death and her transformation into a monster. 

But Leslie didn’t mind.

What’s a demon’s summoning in the grand scheme of things? 

All she wanted was to gain recognition from everyone, to catch the eye of the one she loved, and for that, she was willing to sacrifice a few years of her life in exchange for talent and beauty.

Yet here she was, still alive.

Leslie, now a Siren, desperately wanted to return home. 

Being stranded on a deserted island felt as if she were truly in exile. It was intolerable. 

So, she ventured into the sea, hoping to explore her surroundings and maybe discover an uninhabited island nearby.

It was impossible.

A strange force permeated not just the island but the entire surrounding sea. 

No matter how far she swam, she’d always end up back at the original island. 

The demon whispered to her, “You’re bound to this place.”

And then he added, “How about making a new contract with me?”

The terms of the contract were simple.

One hundred people who found their way to the island—she had to kill them, spill their blood across the rocky shore, crush their skulls into dust, and gather them on the totem in the central altar of a cave. 

Light it all at once, and the mist surrounding the island would clear, allowing her to leave.

That wasn’t all. 

The demon promised that if she killed one hundred souls, he’d restore her human form. 

Even better, he’d make her beauty surpass that of the common girl she once envied.

Though her current appearance was satisfactory, Leslie’s greed knew no bounds. 

Her face, before she died, was nothing more than a crude imitation crafted by carving out the features of that lowborn girl she despised.

“Oh my, such fine material has come my way,” Leslie murmured, humming as she sidled up to a woman ensnared in an illusion spell.

“What a beautiful expression. Such a striking face, with alabaster skin and a jawline as sculpted as fine stone. Much lovelier than that commoner’s, don’t you think? Perhaps a noble’s daughter?”

The woman, who had been smiling happily a moment ago, now shed tears of sorrow. 

She could barely hold herself up. 

It was the mental breakdown brought on by the illusion spell—a process that heightened one’s emotions to dizzying heights only to let them plummet, causing the brain to overload and the neural tissues to rapidly deteriorate.

“Oh dear, are you recalling something tragic after your happy memories? I know the feeling well—it’s like taking away opium right after a dose. But don’t despair; I’ll make things peaceful for you soon.”

Srring.

Leslie’s nails sharpened like blades. 

She brought her clawed fingers to her face and scratched them.

Scratch.

Though she had once possessed an objectively attractive face, it was nothing extraordinary. Now, as a monster, her features were twisted and hideous.

“Ah, I do like this one. I’ll wear her face instead.”

Just as she was about to drive her claws into the woman’s skin, Leslie noticed something odd. 

The woman was sobbing out loud, yet the man beside her had been eerily silent this entire time.

Curious, Leslie glanced at him—and her eyes widened in disbelief.

What?

Why were his eyes open?

In an illusion spell, the victim’s eyes should be closed or rolled back…

At that moment, the man spoke.

“Pierce through.”

With an incantation, he raised his mana stone.

A heat ray formed in an instant, slicing through Leslie’s heart. Sssk! 

Her flesh tore, and purple blood splattered. 

For the first time in centuries, the shock made her vision blur.

It was hot. 

She had never felt such pain before.

Leslie steadied herself, plugging the hole in her chest. 

Her body, bound by her contract with the demon, had far greater vitality and regenerative power than any human.

“How… how did you break free from my illusion spell? And more importantly, how dare you defile the noble body of a count’s daughter!”

The man chuckled.

“Noble body? If your body’s noble, then her face is heliodor. A monster like you, clawing at a human’s dignified face? Unthinkable.”

“…You insolent fool! How dare you speak to me like that? Resume your honorifics!”

“Pierce through.”

“Aaaaaagh!”

The second heat ray tore through Leslie’s lower body. 

She felt her nerves fry and snap as if her brain itself were being burned.

“How… how dare you!”

Humiliation. 

Twice, she had been humiliated in rapid succession.

Leslie gestured.

“My loyal subordinates, descend upon him like the incoming tide!”

At her command, the fish-like monsters that had been standing like statues rushed forward in unison.

“You, wielding a mana stone no better than those used by lowly peasants, dared to oppose me alone? It’ll be at least a few hundred years before someone like you could hope to challenge me. A base creature like you will serve perfectly as a stepping stone for my escape. Ahahaha!”

However, Leslie was wrong about two things.

The first was time.

In her era, mana stones had limited uses, but in modern times, mana studies had progressed significantly, especially in the military field. 

In the Middle Ages, divine power was the only way to fight monsters, but now things were different.

“Pierce through. Run as the wind and devastate.”

Overwhelming power could now be wielded against her.

The man utilized his stockpile of mana stones one by one, carefully selecting targets that directly threatened him and avoiding the rest with swift reflexes.

And the second thing Leslie had mistaken:


The man wasn’t alone.

“La… Lara…”

Just as Leslie was about to put the man back to sleep with her illusion magic, a dull, heavy impact struck the back of her head.

It was different.

The pain was far worse than the man’s previous attacks. 

The sheer physical force was enough, but the pure holy energy embedded in the strike devastated Leslie’s demon-infused nervous system. 

She fell to the ground, unable to even scream.

“Who… dares…”

She swallowed, shocked.

The one who had struck her from behind was none other than the black-haired, golden-eyed woman. 

Rubbing her swollen eyes with her sleeve, the woman gripped a spear made of stalactites.

An immense holy power radiated from her.

“S-Stay away. Don’t come any closer!”

Leslie tried casting a healing spell on herself, but it was useless. 

Magic required mana, and all of hers had been neutralized. 

In this state, even healing a minor internal wound would take time.

At this moment, Leslie’s recovery was no better than a human’s.

“Please… just go away! Go! I don’t want to die! I must return somehow. I was so close to reaching a hundred souls…”

Up until now, every person who crossed paths with Leslie had fallen helplessly under her illusion magic, no matter how powerful or skilled in holy arts they were.

Then, what on earth could have shattered her highest-grade illusion?

Footsteps echoed steadily as the woman approached Leslie, who could barely hold herself upright after the sudden blow to her head. 

Leslie’s gaze shifted to the man. 

Could it be that the mage had dispelled her spell?

“…Ah.”

In a fleeting moment, Leslie glimpsed the man fine-tuning the mana within his magic stone.

His efficiency was extraordinary. 

His approach to phase transformation was creative, stabilizing mana with remarkable skill.

If only he had a greater volume of mana, he could have easily qualified as the head of a faction. 

He was no opponent to underestimate.

Realizing this, however, came too late.

Thud! 

Thud!

Thud!

“DIE! BITCH! BASTARD! GO TO HELL!”

Wow, I’d never seen a Valkyrie so vicious. S

he was even more ferocious than when she fought me.

The Siren monster, who had healed quickly from the last assault, now lay unmoving after just a few of the Valkyrie’s strikes. 

Upon closer inspection, it seemed she was driving her holy energy at full power into each blow.

[‘By the way, it is said that monsters are particularly vulnerable to holy energy.’]

Why was that?

“Sefiron?”

Perhaps it was due to that very reason.

It’s easy to convert holy energy into sefiron, but transforming it into mana is much harder. 

That might explain why the Siren couldn’t respond properly once she got hit by the Valkyrie’s attack.

Thud!

“Phew.”

The Valkyrie let out a satisfied sigh and tossed aside her broken spear.

Our eyes met.

And then, unexpectedly, she reacted in a strange way.

“Thanks for saving me.”

What? 

She was muttering while twisting a strand of her hair between her fingers.

The illusion magic was one of the worst spells that even Rachel knew well.

Few could break free from an illusion spell on their own.

Had it not been for that man, Rachel would have died, her brain melting down from the inside. Knowing this, she expressed her thanks to him briefly.

“…Thank you. For saving me.”

The man looked indifferent.

Or perhaps, there was a hint of bitterness in his expression.

From what I could gather, the illusion spell had ensnared both of them, briefly connecting their minds.

That must be why they could communicate within the illusion—it wasn’t verbal language but a direct conveyance of thoughts.

Though they hadn’t had much time to talk, the brief exchange without a language barrier was real.

Honestly, he didn’t seem like a bad person. 

From his gestures, his expressions, even his tone back then… he at least showed enough decency for me to place a minimal amount of trust in him.

I guess I could call it a shred of respect.

“Hah.”

Nonetheless, there was no changing the fact that I had shown him my past.

The painful memories I had resolved to keep secret until my death.

And, hadn’t I also shown him my tears? 

In front of an enemy, no less.

“Sigh…”

It was a sight I’d never want to show any man. 

For a moment, I thought I’d never be able to marry now.

She twisted a lock of her hair, glancing toward him.

“Let’s look for an exit.”

****


“Saint… no, Colonel Carsten. Orders from High Command.”

“Another errand to take care of? So, what is it this time?”

“It’s a mission to find the missing members of the White Lotus Battalion from the Battle of Tatancourt. Reports indicate an abnormal mana response in the area of their last known location. If something happens during the investigation, they expect you to handle the purification personally…”

The silver-haired woman rubbed her forehead, her obsidian-black eyes briefly turning a deep red.

“Oh, for heaven’s sake, what a bother.”



 
  Chapter 15: First Escape (1)


The Valkyrie pointed to the place where the mermaid monster had appeared.

“Let’s look for a way out.

The mermaid did say that this was the only path leading to an exit.

If we just cross over there, we might be able to get out.”

“Wait a moment.”

There was something I had to do first.

I approached the mermaid.

“Completely dead.”

The Valkyrie had thoroughly crushed it.

“Its body’s turned stiff.”

The corpse of the mermaid monster differed in many ways from other monsters. 

Upon death, its entire body crystallized, breaking into several fragments.

I picked up a few pieces to examine.

“As expected.”

It was a mana stone.

Although the Valkyrie had nearly drained it of mana by infusing it with her holy power, it didn’t matter. 

Mana could always be restored.

These were creatures I’d never encountered before, piquing my curiosity even more. 

Now I could be sure of one thing: monsters left behind mana stones when they died.

“Let’s go.”

I gave the remains of the monsters one last glance before moving forward.

Following a narrow, winding path, we eventually came across a small room.

In the center was a structure resembling an altar, flanked by headless skeletons displayed neatly like museum artifacts. 

A rough count suggested there were about a hundred.

“This can’t be real. Are these all people? Just what the hell was that creature doing?”

“Tsk.”

That mermaid had claimed it was originally human.

Could a human truly do something like this?

No. 

It had used forbidden illusion magic and even made a pact with a demon, brutally killing dozens who had come to the island and displaying them here.

“They went all out.”

There was only one punishment for such vile beings in the Kingdom of Magic.

Execution.

Whether or not that creature had once been human was of no importance. 

I wasn’t soft-hearted enough to feel sympathy for an abomination that had lost all trace of humanity.

As I sighed, the Valkyrie looked over at me, her expression complex.

If I had the time, I would have liked to erect a memorial for the fallen. 

But we had no time to spare. 

We decided to take only what seemed essential.

And we obtained exactly two things.

One was an old map.

The other, an ancient document written in Huiyan characters.

After examining the map, the Valkyrie spoke excitedly.

“This map is accurate for this area. With this, we might be able to escape!”

I wasn’t sure if that was something to be glad about.

I knew a fair amount about the surrounding sea, but I’d never seen an area this densely packed with islands. 

Especially near the Tatankur Sea, where the Valkyrie and I had fought.

We needed more information. 

I turned my attention to the ancient document written in Huiyan.

[This place is shrouded in mist. It is cut off from the outside. Swim to the world’s edge, and you’ll only return to the same spot. It is easy to enter, but leaving is not.]

Was this the mermaid’s writing?

Curious, I flipped to the next page and found, as expected, what appeared to be a diary.

[Occasionally, I saw other islands from afar and tried to approach them, but I could never reach them by any means. When I got close, an unknown mist would appear, forcing me back to the original island.]

[Although I was completely exiled to this small island, it wasn’t so bad. I had family with me. The kids were a bit dull, but at least I wasn’t bored.]

[I made a pact with a demon to offer a hundred skeletons. In exchange for leaving, I dedicated myself to maintaining the altar and preparing the sacrifices. It was my servants’ role to capture any humans who drifted onto this island.]

Things were starting to make sense.

Two points became clear.

First, other islands existed around here, but an unknown force prevented easy landing.

Second, the entire area was blocked by an invisible barrier, metaphorically referred to as ‘mist,’ isolating it from the outside world.

“Damn it.”

If this was true, the Valkyrie and I were completely stranded.

This wasn’t the kind of situation we could escape with a lifeboat.

I glanced at the Valkyrie, who looked back at me.

It seemed like I’d be stuck with this woman for a while.

***

After gathering their essentials, Rachael and the man ventured down the path beyond the leader’s chamber. 

Hunger gnawed at them, and their throats were parched, but they had to press on.

One hour, two hours, three hours.

They’d lost track of time and were nearing their limits when light began to appear.

Rachael and the man quickened their pace. 

Light. 

Dawn. 

Just beyond that, they could finally say goodbye to this wretched place.

Emerging from the long tunnel, they were greeted by a familiar sight.

“What?”

There were remnants of a campfire and mana lamps. 

Leaves they’d used as bedding still littered the ground. 

They had returned to the forest cave where they had been sheltering.

“So, it’s all connected like this.”

A chill ran down their spines. 


Had the monsters emerged from this path, Rachael and the man would have been dead that day. 

In a way, the rough terrain had been a blessing.

But right now, none of that mattered.

They had escaped the cave. 

That was all that mattered.

In a cave with scarce food and few means to start a fire, the longer they stayed, the less likely they were to survive. 

Making it out within a day meant they had survived.

“We made it. We’re out!”

“Wow, really. I thought I was going to die back there.”

Clap!

Rachael, overcome with joy, absentmindedly clapped her hands with the man’s.

“Oh.”

“Ahem.”

Realizing what she had done, she quickly withdrew her hand, while the man, slightly embarrassed, cleared his throat and looked away.

The breaking dawn suggested they had walked for at least a dozen hours. 

Their legs felt like jelly, but they needed to keep moving a bit longer.

“We need to find the boat first.”

Rachael and the man headed straight for the shore.

Fortunately, the lifeboat was still there. 


Together, they pulled it up to the hill where they had first met.

The sun was rising.

There was no sign of monsters anywhere.

“Let’s rest for a bit.”

Rachael perched on a rock, savoring the cool breeze.



 
  Chapter 16: First Escape (2)


The evening after escaping from the cave, the Valkyrie approached me, picking up a map and an old document. 

Tilting her head, she pointed to the lines written on the document.

“What, do I know what it means?”

I nodded.

“Of course, I know. It’s written in Huiyan.”

Huiyan – a language once called the devil’s tongue. 

I never imagined that monsters would communicate in Huiyan.

It seemed like the Valkyrie wanted to understand the contents of this document through me.

“Learning a bit of your language might come in handy too.”

This was a good sign. 

If I could pick up even a little Ascalian language through this opportunity, it would be useful far into the future.

From that day on, we decided to try communicating properly.

“Let’s start with something simple, like a greeting.”

Facing the Valkyrie, I slowly and clearly pronounced each syllable.

“Hello.”

“…?”

“Repeat after me. Hello.”

“Hel, lo?”

“Again, hello?”

I bowed my head as I said it. 

In both the Holy Spirit Nation and the Magic Nation, bowing was a common gesture of greeting. 

If she had any sense, the Valkyrie would understand the meaning of this phrase right away.

“Hello.”

“Hel, lo.”

“That’s it. Hello?”

“Hel, lo?”

“Good.”

As expected, the Valkyrie quickly picked up on the expression. 

Her pronunciation was a bit off, but it was still understandable, so I decided to let it slide.

“Now, it’s your turn to teach me.”

From there, we exchanged a few basic expressions, including simple greetings.

“One, two, three.”

“One, two, three.”

“This, that.”

“This, that.”

“Left, right, forward, back.”

“Left, right, forward, back.”

“East, west, south, north.”

“East, west, south, north.”

“Food, water, home, monster.”

“Food, water, home, monster.”

“Over, can you hear me? Doesn’t the air force suck?”

“Over. I can barely hear you, but yeah, doesn’t the air force suck?”

Several days passed this way.

I became able to pronounce basic words of the Holy Spirit Nation’s language. 

The Valkyrie was also making progress.

Of course, there was still a long, difficult road ahead. 

I couldn’t yet fluently say, “How about going hunting this morning?” If I wanted to convey that, I’d point outside the cave and say:

“Morning, food?”

Then the Valkyrie would understand, for the most part.

Even if she didn’t, we had gestures and drawings. 

Any misunderstandings could be resolved with body language.

***

A new morning dawned.

The first thing I did upon waking was pick up a charcoal stick and mark the cave wall. 

Counting the marks, there were thirty-two. 

Today marked the 32nd day since I landed on this island.

The Valkyrie stretched as she woke up, her lithe form extending in graceful curves. 

Perhaps it had been unusually hot and humid during the night, as her outer garment had slipped off.

“Ahem.”

Clearing my throat, I twirled my fingers. 

The Valkyrie flinched and hurriedly picked up her military jacket, fastening it closed.

“Good morning.”

“G, good morning.”

Her uncorrected pronunciation made her sound like a complete novice. 

Honestly, it was cute, but…

“Oh.”

What was I thinking?

Get a grip, Erich. 

She’s an enemy. 

The one who killed my academy friends, my precious people.

“Today. Food, water.”

She nodded.

“Oar.”

“Oar?”

I pointed to the lifeboat and mimicked rowing. 

The Valkyrie, with a thoughtful look, gave a small nod of realization.

“Oh, right. If we have a boat, we need oars too.”

We both got up from our spots.

Since defeating the siren and escaping the cave, quite some time had passed. 


We’d begun dividing tasks with a shared goal of escaping the island.

The Valkyrie primarily handled hunting and gathering during the day, sometimes helping me craft tools.

Meanwhile, I worked on purifying water using zeolite, boiling used purification stones to extract bland salt, making containers to store food and water, and setting up traps. 

In short, I made whatever I could.

The Valkyrie was particularly skilled at fishing. 

Through gestures, she conveyed that she’d lived in a fishing village as a child, often using spears or fishing nets.

Today was oar-making day. 

After checking the traps, we gathered suitable wood and shaped it with knives.

Oar wood had to be lightweight yet sturdy, with a wide end. 

Unfortunately, without an axe, such wood was hard to come by.

As an alternative, I decided to combine two pieces of wood.

“Here, carve a straight groove down the middle of this pole. Then, insert the trimmed board here… It’s crude, but it works.”

“Wow! You’ve got some skills, don’t you?”

The flat area was a bit narrow, but it was good enough. 

I’d always regretted not double-majoring, as my specialization didn’t cover plant-based magic. 

Damn, I should have.

We spent another two weeks preparing this way.

Our destination was the closest island marked on the map. 

If it had more resources than here, we’d settle down; if not, we’d come back to regroup.

After two days of storms, the weather was incredibly pleasant today. 

Not a cloud in sight – perfect for an escape.

“Water.”

“Got it.”

“Food.”

“Plenty.”

“Check the condition of the lifeboat.”

“No issues.”

According to the journal left by the siren, it was impossible to simply leave this archipelago. 

There was supposedly a mysterious barrier.

But that would be just another type of magic. 

If we encountered such a barrier, we’d try to break through.

“We’ve got the oars, right?”

“Here, take them.”

I and Valkyrie each grabbed an oar and climbed into the lifeboat. 

The direction was west, the same as our intended path, making it a favorable wind.

It was as if the wind was blessing our departure.

Splash.

We launched the lifeboat into the water.

My heart swelled with excitement. 

After an entire month, I was finally leaving the island. 

Having eaten well the day before, I felt strong and ready. 

Valkyrie and I rowed in unison, putting all our strength into each stroke.

But then.

“Ugh…”

What was that?

“…Are you seasick?”

***

“Colonel Tiria Carsten, welcome aboard the Phoenix.”

The captain bowed at a perfect right angle, his epaulets bearing the rank of colonel catching Tiria’s eye. 

She waved her hand dismissively and replied.

“We’re the same rank. No need to be so formal.”

“No, ma’am. As a believer in the Holy Spirit, how could I dare treat a Saint as an equal?”

Saint.

Although the weight of that title had lessened compared to the past, it was still respected in the Holy Spirit Kingdom. 

Those recognized as saints by divine revelation could use holy arts to heal and comfort others.

“Two years ago, my son, who was a dragon knight, died in the Battle of Revere Bay. Thanks to your funeral rites, Colonel, I felt so much gratitude. I’m sure he went to heaven. Thank you.”

“I only did what I had to do.”

Tiria gave an awkward smile, exchanged greetings with the captain, and then stepped onto the deck with her assigned adjutant. 

Saints were sacred beings blessed directly by the goddess, so despite not being a general, she was accompanied by an aide.

“Colonel Carsten.”

The adjutant spoke.

“During that battle in the Tatankur region, fifteen thousand from both nations were killed or injured. Their souls must be wandering even now.”

“I know. We’re supposed to soothe the benevolent souls of our nation and help them move on, and exorcise the malevolent spirits, right?”

“Yes.”

“It’s what I’ve always done. It’s not difficult.”

As Tiria spoke, she touched her own eyes. 

Beneath her dark eyelids lay blue irises.

“So, thank you…”

The Saint considered the captain’s words.

“What?”

“That curse-like phrase…”

“Oh, no. I was wondering when we’ll reach the target area.”

“We’re almost there. We should arrive within an hour.”

As the adjutant had said, after sailing a bit further, a thick fog began to gather, and mysterious cries echoed through it.

Aaaah!

At the sound, which was almost a wail, the adjutant asked, startled.

“What’s that sound?”

“They’re lost souls, wandering without even realizing they’re dead, seeking salvation.”

“Like vengeful spirits?”

“Not quite. But when there are so many…we can’t ignore them.”

Tiria’s eyes turned white as she swiftly sorted through the soldiers of the Holy Spirit Kingdom and the Magical Kingdom.

She chanted a prayer to send the spirits of the Holy Spirit Kingdom to heaven first, then drew her Baculus to deal with the demons from the Magical Kingdom.

“Ha… If only they’d died peacefully.”

Tiria held no fondness for the Magical Kingdom. 

It wasn’t just because she was a cleric. 

In life, they threatened her, and in death, they returned as specters to gnaw at her spirit.

[“MANA, IZUM REIH MANA.”]

[“OUUUU.”]

Since they were evil spirits, they spoke in the devil’s language, Huiyan. 

It was proof that their souls had been claimed by a demon after their deaths.

She could understand what they were saying if she wanted to. 

But there was no need. 

Listening to their words only left her feeling filthy.

“Goddess of Healing, bring your heavenly punishment upon them.”

[“AAAAAAAAH!”]

After exorcising the soldiers of the Magical Kingdom, Tiria set down her staff and let out a deep sigh.

Boom.

Suddenly, the sky darkened. 

Thick clouds blocked the sun, and the waves grew rougher.

“Colonel, you should head back inside.”

“No.”

Tiria retrieved her Baculus.

“The weather… doesn’t look good.”

Whoooosh!

A gust of hot wind brushed her cheek. 

Tiria touched her face, feeling the heat, and looked at her hand. 

Blood stained her fingertips.

“Colonel Carsten!”

Something was wrong.

The dense fog enveloped the entire ship, swallowing the Phoenix. 

Visibility was so poor that she could no longer hear the adjutant’s voice.

A shadow loomed above her. 

Tiria looked up and saw it.

A massive serpent with jade scales and blue eyes, emerging from the sea.

“Gracious goddess…”

Tiria’s eyes turned purple.

***

Valkyrie and I rowed tirelessly for half a day. 

We were exhausted, but we couldn’t give up. 

The fog had appeared, briefly engulfed us, and then, land came into view.

Despite a momentary unease, the sight of land made my heart leap.

“Hey! Look at that! It’s a sandy shore!”

It was a sandy shore, unlike anything on the island we’d left. 

It was a different island.

In the end, we managed to land without incident.

Crunch.

The sand under my boot crunched softly as I stepped onto it. 

My heart pounded as I tied the lifeboat to a nearby rock, then collapsed from exhaustion.

And Valkyrie…

She wasn’t faring any better.

“Hey, are you okay?”

“Ugh…”

“Oh, wait a second.”

I took some water from the lifeboat and handed it to Valkyrie, patting her back. 

It took a few more minutes before she started to recover.

“Th-thank you. I feel better now.”

“Let’s rest a bit and then look around. We need to see if anyone else is here.”

From a distance, this island looked bigger than the previous one. 

There was no cliff terrain, but a few palm trees greeted us, and beyond them lay a dense jungle.

“We should start by walking along the coast. Let’s see if we can find a shipwreck or something.”

When I described the scene of a broken ship on the sand, Valkyrie nodded. 

We memorized the lifeboat’s location and walked along the beach.

There might be other people here—either natives or castaways.

[‘If there are castaways, I hope they’re from the Magical Kingdom.’]

David said.

[‘Though, honestly, I wouldn’t mind if they were from the Holy Spirit Kingdom, either.’]

I nodded.

Since I had become somewhat close with Valkyrie, encountering a Holy Spirit soldier wouldn’t be a big issue. 

I could simply suggest cooperation. 

We were all castaways—no need to fight.

Except for one thing.

The military clergy are a different matter.

Clerics were known to be rigid in their beliefs. 

They were usually of the rank of major or higher and wouldn’t easily listen to a junior officer like Valkyrie.

Moreover, some high-ranking military clergy also acted as political officers and had summary execution rights over sorcerers. 

Since it was considered divine right, not even generals dared challenge them.

Thankfully, such clergy usually stayed in the operation room, rarely ending up in a place like this.

“Hey, over there!”

“What?”

“There’s a person!”

Valkyrie pointed ahead. I squinted, expecting to see a shipwreck, but there was no boat—only a person lying on the shore.

We hurried over.

It was a woman with silver hair.

A Holy Spirit Kingdom insignia. 

She was a soldier. 

Her robe, modified to resemble a nun’s habit, was a cleric’s uniform, worn by military chaplains to distinguish them from other officers.

Just then, the woman stirred, moaning. 


She was alive.

[‘A real military chaplain.’]

“Oh, damn it.”

As the saying goes, speak of the tiger, and it appears.

It seemed that a turbulent future awaited us.



 
  Chapter 17: The Saint of Purification (1)


In the middle of the vast ocean, a person thrown without even a life jacket faces one of two fates.

They either die, or they miraculously survive by being rescued.

And in most cases, they die.

Especially in the turbulent waters near Tatankur, where even professional swimmers would struggle to endure.

I was fortunate enough to have a lifeboat. 

But how the Valkyrie survived that day remains a mystery to me.

The same goes for this military chaplain.

“She’s breathing.”

How is she alive?

Though it’s awkward for me, as a mage, to say this, I can’t find a better explanation. 

She must have been blessed by the gods.

I examined the woman’s condition.

Her body was soaked from head to toe, and strands of seaweed clung to the hood of her robe. 

Her priestly garment was torn in several places. 

It seemed likely she’d drifted from quite a distance out at sea.

“It doesn’t look like there’s any airway obstruction.”

Since I’m not a doctor, I couldn’t make a detailed diagnosis, but I could tell she wasn’t in immediate danger.

Now, let’s think this through.

She’s a military chaplain. 

Rank: Colonel.

Although the Valkyrie unit was formed after the war began, the chaplains of the Holy Kingdom have always been known for their fierce hatred toward mages, often hunting them with fervor.

Keeping her alive might become a real headache.

[‘Shall I kill her?’]

David asked.

I shook my head.

The Valkyrie, who is practically an ally, was right beside me. 

Killing or abandoning this woman would only provoke the Valkyrie.

On the contrary, having a chaplain around could work in our favor. 

If I manage to gain her goodwill, we might receive humane treatment when the rescue ships from the Holy Kingdom arrive. 

Although, who knows how likely that will be.

I glanced at the Valkyrie’s expression.

The Valkyrie looked conflicted. 

She seemed pleased to have found an ally but also disheartened to see a high-ranking priest stranded here alone.

I spoke up.

“Let’s move her.”

“Move her?”

“Fire, wood, shelter.”

“Oh, right.”

The Valkyrie nodded, picking up various tools including a spear, leaving me to carry the woman.

I gently lifted the chaplain, holding her by the nape and the backs of her knees. 

Through her soaked clothing, I could feel her body’s cold temperature.

If we left her like this, she’d likely come down with a fever like the Valkyrie and I did that day. 

We needed to act quickly.

The Valkyrie broke off a few branches nearby. 

I laid the woman down and struck my carbon steel knife against a flintstone to start a fire.

As soon as the fire crackled to life, I gestured to the Valkyrie, mimicking the act of removing clothes and indicating the silver-haired woman. 

The Valkyrie pursed her lips.

“Uh, um…”

“You undress her. I’ll turn around.”

The Valkyrie nodded, and I turned my back, walking to the lifeboat to gather supplies, food, and combat-grade magic stones.

Rustle, rustle.

The sound of fabric being removed reached my ears.

“Don’t turn around, no matter what.”

“I won’t.”

As a man, I’d be lying if I said I didn’t feel curious. 

But right now, I was too exhausted and hungry to entertain any thoughts. 

Rowing all the way here had left me drained.

Now that I think about it, how should we ration our food? 

Once she wakes up, we’ll have an extra mouth to feed.

“Mmm… uh? Wh-what?”

Speak of the devil.

“Aaah!”

I heard frantic sounds behind me.

[‘Even if you’re curious, don’t turn around. Curiosity killed the mage, remember?’ Oh, oh dear…]

Damn rock…

The Valkyrie and the chaplain started talking.

“Wh-where am I?”

“Colonel, this is Major Rachael Brokenheart of the White Lotus Battalion. Please calm down and listen carefully. We’re in an emergency situation. We’re stranded on a deserted island.”

“Deserted island? Stranded? Wait, did you say White Lotus Battalion?”

“Yes, Colonel.”

“So, you’re a Valkyrie. And Brokenheart… Are you the famous ‘Black Cat’ Rachael? I heard you went missing during the Battle of Tatankur.”

“My iron wyvern did its best to get me here. I was lucky.”

I couldn’t understand any of it. 

It must be some sort of introduction.

I could only hope the Valkyrie was explaining everything clearly.

“I’m not sure if I should call him a companion, but we have another person with us.”

“Who?”

“Hey, you can turn around now.”

The Valkyrie called me. 


When I turned, I saw the chaplain wearing the Valkyrie’s outer coat.

Silky silver hair, eyes like black onyx.

She was a beauty with delicate, doll-like features. 

It was almost as if a goddess had descended right in front of me.

But there was something else that caught my attention.

Her eyes.

As soon as our gazes met, her black irises turned a soft pink.

[‘Lumina, huh?’]

The chaplain frowned and pulled the Valkyrie’s coat tightly around herself, drawing her legs in like a hedgehog.

[‘Looks like she’s embarrassed.’]

Come to think of it, I’d heard the priests of the Holy Kingdom were strict about modesty. 

Especially high-ranking clergy—if they weren’t married, they wouldn’t even wear light clothing in front of the opposite sex.

In such a situation, her bare legs were clearly visible, all thanks to the Valkyrie, who had even stripped off his stockings.

She must be dying of embarrassment.

The woman cautiously opened her mouth.

“So, who is this man?”

“He introduced himself as Erich Rohnstein. He’s a magician from Hazcael, but due to an accident, we were stranded together on another island for a month, cooperating to survive.”

“Erich Rohnstein?”

The woman murmured.

“Are you from the Magic Kingdom?”

I was startled.

Could it be? 

She can speak my language?

***

When I regained my senses, I was on the coastline. 

The woman reflected on her journey to this place.

Her mission was to search for the missing Dragon Knights near the waters of Tatankur. 

If they were alive, it would be the goddess’s grace; if they were dead, she was to retrieve their souls.

But what had happened?

They encountered a sudden storm, and after that?

Her memory was blank. 

Truly, not a single recollection.

Regardless, the important thing was to understand the current situation. 

Fortunately, she could immediately meet with the woman who introduced herself as ‘Rachael Brokenheart.’

“You’re the one who went missing during the Tatankur naval battle, the Black Cat Rachael?”

“Yes.”

“Ah, the goddess must have indeed intervened. People will rejoice knowing the war hero is still alive.”

“Did you come to rescue us, Colonel?”

“That was the original plan.”

“Originally?”

The woman let out a deep sigh and recounted everything she remembered. 

Rachael’s face quickly darkened.

“This can’t be.”

Rachael muttered blankly, her gaze fixed elsewhere.

“So, you were cooperating with that man?”

“…Yes.”

Rachael bit her lip slightly.

“He’s the enemy who killed my comrades. Ideally, I wouldn’t want to cooperate. But I had no choice. Monsters shaped like fish suddenly appeared…”

“Monsters shaped like fish?”

One word came to the woman’s mind.

“Demons.”

“That’s what it seemed like. I never thought they’d survive into this era.”

“I had a vague suspicion.”

The woman touched the holster at her waist. 

Thankfully, she hadn’t lost her pistol. 

Now, she just had to decide whether to shoot the man in front of her—the magician.

It wasn’t time yet. 

Gathering information came first.

“Hey.”

The woman spoke in the language of the Magic Kingdom.

“Name?”

“Erich Rohnstein.”

“I’ve heard of it.”

“You know of me?”

“I am a saint. There’s no way I wouldn’t know.”

“…A saint?”

“Tiria Carsten.”

Tiria gave a slight nod, a gesture of polite formality. 

Normally, she would have liked to reveal that she was the Saint of Purification, but unfortunately, her language skills only allowed for basic conversation.

“You wrote a thesis once. You claimed that mana and Sefiron were essentially the same element…”

Tiria paused, finishing her sentence with a steady tone.

“It’s blasphemy.”

***

Tiria Carsten—had I heard that name before? 

Or maybe not. 

But a saint?

I wasn’t interested in their religion to begin with. 

It’s not like I’d remember the name of a saint from a particular era unless they were historically renowned.

Besides, I wasn’t even certain if this woman was truly a saint. 

So, I tried to gauge the truth from the Valkyrie’s expression.

[There appears to be no room for doubt.]

The Valkyrie was bowing reverently. 

Was she always this devout?

No, that wasn’t the issue here.

“It’s blasphemy.”

“What did you say?”

“This word. It’s difficult. But I understand. Because of you people.”


Despite her limited language skills, she managed to continue her speech.

“Your thesis was banned by the church before the war even began. To claim that magic and divine power are equal? To insult the grace of the goddess with such a lie—heaven’s wrath will surely be upon you.”

Though his sentences were awkward and halting, one thing was clear.

“May the Lord’s judgment fall upon you.”

This woman despised me with all her heart.



 
  Chapter 18: The Saint of Purification (2)


The figure who introduced herself as Tiria Carsten drew a staff before me. 

A gilded item emerged from the empty space around her.

“Baculus. It is one of the holy relics bestowed only upon the highest-ranking priests by the goddess herself.”

What’s this? 

Is she planning to attack immediately?

As tension mounted within me, the Saint added a few words.

“This proves that I am indeed the Saint.”

“Is that really what it does?”

“Yes.”

Well, if she calls herself the Saint, I suppose I should address her as such.

It might actually be beneficial for her to be the Saint. 

If I can charm someone within the upper echelons of the Church, following the Valkyrie, then even if I am captured later, I might manage to survive.

“Baculus only purifies or judges the dead. It’s useless against someone alive like you, as it cannot exert physical force.”

With a flick of her hand, the staff disappeared. 

Where the relic had been, particles of light remained, floating like afterimages.

“I am one of only six Saints in the Holy Spirit Nation, and at the same time, a military chaplain. I hold both the authority and the ability to execute a wizard on the spot.”

It sounded almost like she was saying she’d kill me if I so much as irritated her.

I swallowed. 

Just because someone looks beautiful doesn’t mean they have a kind heart. 

Of course, as a Saint, she might possess some integrity, but when facing a mage, it could be different.

After all, the doctrine of the Holy Spirit Church still views mages as agents of evil. 

Talking about its history would lead to an endless discussion.

The Saint stammered as she spoke.

“I have come here. A living person. I seek someone. Tatankur. Strange cause? It must be on this island now.”

[Interpretation: I was dispatched to the Tatankur Sea to rescue missing people. It seems there is an unusual cause on this island.]

An unusual cause.

“Are you referring to the mist, by any chance?”

“Mist!”

The Saint nodded.

“You know it? Suspicious!”

“What exactly is suspicious?”

“You are a Level 1 mage. From Level 1, mages are regarded as highly important personnel in your country. Just being here is suspicious enough. Did your nation send you?”

“Colonel.”

At that moment, the Valkyrie interjected, whispering to the Saint.

“The mage has been with me for an entire month. During that time, I never felt he was deceiving me.”

The Saint nodded thoughtfully, then continued speaking.

“I think so. Trapping. Trapping?”

“A prison? A cage? A barrier?”

“Yes! A barrier! And a taboo!”

“By taboo, do you mean prohibition?”

“Indeed. I am here to investigate if the mages are committing any taboos in preparation for a large-scale magic ritual. Surely you aren’t preparing any extreme tricks to win the war, are you, mage?”

“Absolutely not. In our country, that would result in at least imprisonment, if not the death penalty.”

It’s a part of the Oath of Zeraem. 

Since the founding of the Mage Nation, the majority of mages have adhered strictly to this covenant. 

At least, I do.

The Saint shook her head.

“The law is only as good as the people upholding it. It changes as needed and is full of contradictions, especially for you mages.”

“No. It’s different.”

“What’s different?”

“We are magicians. Not sorcerers.”

“I don’t appreciate word games.”

“Then, let me be more direct. Even if the Mage Nation were to concoct some horrific magic here, I would desert.”

“Desert?”

“I’d flee from the unit.”

“Why?”

“Would a nation that won a war by forsaking humanity govern its people with compassion?”

For the first time, the Saint’s normally gray eyes shifted color—to orange.

But they soon returned to gray.

“Are you… somehow different?”

“Any mage would say the same thing.”

“But you created it, didn’t you? The murderous mana stones.”

At that moment, I found myself speechless.

Military mana stones aren’t considered taboo. 

But just because something isn’t taboo doesn’t absolve the fact that it kills people.

“Even if it’s not entirely your fault, you still bear responsibility. You made life difficult for the people of my country, and for me.”

The Saint murmured. 

I could barely catch the last words, but I saw a red and blue light flickering in her eyes.

Lumina.

A half-elf subspecies known for their irises changing color with their emotions.

It wasn’t hard to tell that the Saint was filled with both hatred for me and sorrow over her past memories.

Guilt pricked my conscience, but I knew I had to stop before the tension escalated further.

“Why don’t you dry yourself by the fire for now?”

***

Tiria, the Saint, spent her childhood trapped within the Church. 

She could only interact with the outside world through the Church. 

Whenever she went out, she was always accompanied by five or six guards, and if she needed to send a letter, it had to go through a designated attendant or another priest.

It was stifling.

But when she reached adulthood, a new opportunity opened up for her.

She learned that by serving as a military chaplain, she could freely venture into the outside world. 

This was her only chance to temporarily leave the Temple of the Flame of Purification and see the world.


With tensions rising between the Mage Nation and the Holy Spirit Nation, Tiria was able to leave the sanctuary where she had been confined for fifteen years and become a military chaplain. 

Her priestly rank allowed her to be commissioned as a colonel.

And so, the battlefield she encountered for the first time was utterly horrifying.

Humans killing humans. 

Soldiers of the Holy Nation and the Mage Nation lay entangled as corpses, sinking into the sea, while only the unsaved souls hovered around, unable to leave.

Tiria’s role was to guide these souls.

For those who had believed in the Holy Spirit during their lives, she offered peace.

For those who hadn’t, she offered a chance at repentance. 

If they refused, she delivered a cold judgment.

And for the evil spirits who had sold their souls to demons after learning even a trace of magic, she brought merciless annihilation.

How exhausting and arduous the process was.

Most of the evil spirits were soldiers from the Mage Nation. 

They hurled curses at her as they were exorcised.

[-Narrow-minded wretch. And you call yourself a Saint? If you’re going to “purify” us like this, why not change your job to comforting men’s bodies instead?]

[-May you be captured by our soldiers and be defiled like a dog until you die!]

[-Your nation will fall, and you too will struggle and suffer before being buried in the ground. Hahaha!]

Their curses were laced with powerful mana, a source of energy that was both the clergy’s greatest weakness and anathema.

Although she managed to ward off most curses with her divine power, the effort left Tiria with dark circles under her eyes. 

She had developed insomnia—a chronic case.

But the spirits weren’t the only cause of her sleepless nights.

“My little sister wasn’t enough for them; those wizards took my life as well. I’m too heartbroken, too filled with resentment—I can’t return to the Goddess’s embrace.”

“Saintess, please, avenge me. Sob, sob.”

Some spirits, despite being devout followers of the Holy Spirit Faith, couldn’t find peace and move on. 

As Tiria listened to their tragic stories and worked to resolve their grudges, she absorbed all their stress.

Although she had never met a living wizard, she had encountered thousands of their corrupted souls. 

She had heard countless tragic tales, as numerous as grains of sand on the shore.

She thought that knowing about them from rumors wouldn’t be much different from meeting one in reality.

And yet…

“Then, I’ll be more blunt. If the Magocracy truly develops such horrific magic here, I’ll desert.”

“What kind of country wins a war by forsaking humanity, only to rule its people with compassion?”

She wasn’t well-versed in the Magocracy’s language and didn’t know many words, but the first wizard she met turned out to be entirely different from her prejudices.

Erich Rohnstein.

She had seen his name on paperwork before—the man responsible for developing military mana stones that led countless innocent Holy Nation youths to their deaths.

He was infamous within the Holy Spirit Faith, for all the wrong reasons. 

His thesis on mana and Sefiron’s circulation had been banned in the Holy Spirit Nation for years.

Her first emotion upon seeing him in person was, well… complex.

She had deliberately accused him of using mana stones to kill Holy Spirit Nation youths, intending to provoke him. 

Yet, the man didn’t offer excuses. 

Instead, he looked pensive.

For Tiria, it was a shock.

In the Holy Spirit Faith, they taught that all wizards were shameless, self-serving, and cunning souls who sold themselves to demons, inherently evil. 

She had fully internalized that teaching.

“I lived on that island for about a month.”

Tiria clamped her mouth shut, warming herself by the fire. 

The man was the only one talking.

“I don’t know why the monsters reappeared after vanishing. I nearly died fighting one of your Valkyries. I lost consciousness in a storm, and when I woke up, I was here.”

The man spoke slowly and clearly, choosing simple words, likely for her benefit, making it easy to understand.

She observed his appearance. 

His beard had grown about a month’s worth. 

His officer’s uniform was filthy and tattered, and his hair and face glistened with oil—a truly unkempt look.

The headquarters had advised her to consider summary execution for any wizard, especially a well-groomed one.

Now she understood why they emphasized ‘well-groomed.’ 

Given his condition, it seemed unlikely he had a direct connection to the island’s barrier.

After long deliberation, Tiria decided not to draw her gun.

She still didn’t know where they were. 

The risks were unknown.

Even if there were no threats, there was always the chance the Magocracy’s rescue team would arrive first. 

Building goodwill with this man could result in humane treatment if they were rescued by his people.

Rachael spoke softly.

‘At the very least, he’s decent. So far, anyway. If he turns, I’ll handle him immediately.’

There was no need to rush a decision about his fate.

Tiria gathered her thoughts by offering a prayer to the goddess of healing.

Maybe it was because of the Valkyrie, but the Saintess was more subdued than expected. 

Still, her gaze was sharp.

A dull red.

The feelings of hatred and suspicion shone clearly through her irises.

Honestly, I didn’t want things to turn out this way, but it seemed I’d have to tread carefully around the Saintess for the time being.

“So… you were on a mission to search for soldiers who disappeared in battle, but your ship capsized in a storm, right? Is there a chance another rescue team will come?”

“Yes, definitely. The Holy Spirit Nation values the lives of high-ranking clergy. The moment they hear my ship went down, the headquarters will form a new rescue team. Let’s wait a bit.”

The Saintess sighed as she spoke.

“But… I’m not sure. If they’ll even make it. The weather… it was supposed to be clear. But then, that storm…”

Storms when I and the Valkyrie arrived.

Storms again with the Saintess.

It’s hard to say it’s fate just yet.

“Colonel, survival comes first right now.”

“Of course. Let’s scout the area.”

“Another mouth means more work.”

“Hmph. If only that man wasn’t here.”


The Valkyrie muttered something, and the Saintess nodded. 

Together, they rose. 

Their conversation continued as they walked away.

After a while, the Saintess spoke.

“Wizard, stay here.”



 
  Chapter 19: Island full of ghosts (1)


I divided the tasks with Valkyrie for survival on the island of merfolk.

Valkyrie handled hunting and gathering.

I took on refining, cooking, and tool crafting.

Huh?

Did I… end up with more work?

Well, hunting isn’t exactly easy, so I let it slide. 

No point in nitpicking—respect is due when others do what I can’t.

Anyway.

“Let’s split the tasks.”

Valkyrie spoke through the saintess.

“This island is unknown. There might be danger. Only two of us should go into the forest. Someone needs to stay here to ensure the lifeboat isn’t stolen. One person stays behind.”

“Then the two of you will go together?”

“Yes.”

It made perfect sense from the saintess’s perspective, who was meeting me for the first time today. 

Sticking close to Valkyrie would feel the safest. 

If I were her, I’d make the same choice.

“Make sure you’re back before sunset. It seems like all the monsters appear at night.”

“I’m aware.”

“Oh, and while you’re at it, if there’s any food around, could you bring some back? With more mouths to feed, our stockpile of fish won’t last long.”

“I know that too.”

The saintess waved her hand dismissively, as if annoyed.

“One last favor, if I may?”

“What is it?”

“Could I… use your stockings?”

“Use? For what?”

“Your stockings.”

The saintess’s expression stiffened instantly, her eyes shifting from orange to a rapid, intense pink.

“Wh-what are you saying? Out of the blue!”

“I’m trying to make fish traps and rods, so I need durable fibers. If you allow me, I’ll prepare as much as I can before you return.”

“Oh.”

The saintess’s tense expression softened, though her iris deepened from light pink to a vibrant rose.

This was my first time seeing a Lumina.

Her irises changed color far more dramatically than I’d expected. 

Could the neurotransmitters connected to her visual receptors trigger certain hues when she feels specific emotions?

“Do you have other threads?”

“Nylon would be ideal.”

“Then… what about those leaves?”

She pointed at a palm tree.

“That would work, but it’d take several times longer to craft. We’re not exactly stranded in a primitive state—we should use whatever we can. Why? What’s wrong?”

“I… I intended to wear them. The stockings.”

“You’d wear them in this heat?”

“Then don’t look at my legs!”

“I wasn’t looking.”

“Even if you don’t directly see, it’s uncomfortable! In our order, high-ranking priests, especially saintesses, must never show their bare skin to anyone except their spouse!”

Did she get heatstroke or something? 

Wearing stockings in this weather was practically sacrilege.

“Clothing should be functional first and foremost. If you’re so bound by the rules here, you won’t be able to survive. When we return, you can dress up in something even better.”

“Haaa…”

The saintess sighed deeply, and Valkyrie whispered something to her. 

Shortly after, the saintess nodded, as though reluctantly agreeing.

“Oh, goddesses of Ascalia, forgive my transgression. Though I must break the rules now, my faith remains unwavering.”

As the saintess began to pray, Valkyrie clasped her hands together as well. 

Was this penance for exposing her skin to a man? 

It was oddly humorous.

I held a gemstone in my hand and joined my hands in mock prayer, quietly chanting.

[“Come forth.”]

I might as well work on refining stones.

Tiria and Rachael walked through the forest. 

There wasn’t even a discernible path, so they had to cut through the grass with each step.

“I’ll climb this tree and get a better view of the surroundings.”

Rachael skillfully scaled the tree, her movements fluid and unobstructed. 

Within a minute, she’d reached the top, quickly surveying the area before descending.

“You’re quite adept at climbing trees.”

“It’s part of Valkyrie’s training—climbing high places. After all, we have to tame and ride dragons that are much larger than humans.”

“I see. How does it look up there?”

“To be honest, not great. There’s forest in every direction. The only visible landmark is a mountain over there.”

“Sounds like a recipe for getting lost.”

“We cleared a path on our way here, so as long as we don’t stray, there shouldn’t be any major issues.”

“It’s quite large, isn’t it? Are we sure this is an island?”

“I confirmed the horizon beyond the forest. It is, in fact, an island—albeit a rather large one…”

“No signs of civilization?”

“None so far.”

The absence of civilization was a double-edged sword. 

With no other variables, Tiria and Rachael held a numerical advantage against the man. 

However, their isolation was undeniable.

Swish, swish.

Rachael diligently cut away branches to forge a path.

“Isn’t this exhausting?”

“It’s simply what I need to do.”


“Let me help a bit.”

Tiria muttered, though Rachael couldn’t hear her. 

Instead, she noticed tiny specks of light orbiting around her.

“I’ve blessed you with physical enhancement. How does it feel?”

“My body feels significantly lighter. Thank you.”

“It’s just what I had to do.”

“With you here, Saintess, it’s reassuring. At least we won’t die from wounds or infections.”

“Divine healing isn’t a cure-all. The best approach is to avoid injuries altogether.”

The two women continued, frequently checking the sun’s position. 

Though exploration was important, food and water were their priorities.

But something felt strange.

Not a single land animal or bird chirped in the vicinity.

In a terrain close to a jungle, one would expect to see at least a snake, but even that was absent.

“This place feels eerie. It’s like the forest itself is dead.”

“Still, we found fruits and insects. Should we take those back for now?”

“Fruits, maybe, but insects? Really?”

“It’s just in case.”

Rachael was already prepared. 

Whether it was eating larvae or maggots—she was ready to do anything to survive. 

She had experienced starvation for more than half of each month, and her stomach was already prepared to accept anything.

She was not a saint. 

As a symbol of the church, she had always worn good clothes and eaten fine food, so all of this was new to her.

“If we could at least catch some fish…”

“Wait a moment, Colonel.”

It was then that Rachael, who was walking ahead, came to a halt. 

She placed her index finger to her lips and whispered, “Shh.”

“Can you hear it?”

“Hear what?”

“There’s a stream nearby.”

Tiria held her breath and pricked her pointed ears, not as keen as an elf’s, but sharp enough to pick up the faint sound of a babbling brook nearby.

“Let’s go check it out.”

Their footsteps quickened.

They arrived at a stream with fresh, clean water flowing through it. 

They could see a school of minnows swimming in the clear water like little glass ornaments.

“There are fish.”

“If we can catch them, we won’t have to worry about starving, at least for a while. But they’re so small…”

“Can’t we use the spear we brought?”

“With this? It’d be better suited for sea fishing. These little guys are too small to pierce.”

“Let’s go downstream.”

After quenching their thirst, Tiria and Rachael headed downstream.

And they encountered an astonishing sight.

“My goodness.”

“A place like this actually exists here.”

They had arrived at a lake. 

It wasn’t very large, but it was suitable enough for freshwater fish of decent size to live in.

“The water is clean. No salt content. We could even bathe here.”

Rachael glanced at Tiria.

“Would you like to join me?”

“Pardon? Just like that?”

“I haven’t had a proper wash for a month; my whole body is itching. Honestly, I’d love nothing more than to jump right in.”

“But this place is so… open…”

“Don’t you also need to rinse off the sea salt, Colonel?”

“Well, that’s true, but…”

“It’s a deserted island. No one’s going to see.”

“Oh, fine. We’ll bathe then. Bathing it is.”

Rachael quickly undressed, and Tiria folded her outer garments and placed them neatly on a nearby rock.

Looking at her neatly arranged military uniform, her face flushed.

Splash.

“Colonel, hurry up and come in.”

“Just a moment.”

Shedding everything, Tiria’s mind was already overwhelmed. 

The sense of modesty she’d been trained with was crumbling.

In truth, it had already started to crumble halfway.

As a young girl, Tiria had once asked a fellow saint how children were made, and they had gifted her an erotic novel. 

She had seen all sorts of scandalous descriptions back then.

It was filthy. 

Disgusting. 

She clearly thought so. 

Yet, despite herself, her hands kept turning the pages.

She’d thought that was the most embarrassing, sinful experience of her life.

Today, it was renewed.

Outdoor bathing, of all things!

“I’m coming.”

Yes, let’s finish quickly and get out.

Tiria took a deep breath and stepped into the water.

***

What was the meaning of life?

Two years ago, he had retired, only to be re-enlisted due to an outbreak of war. 

Just a month ago, he’d been working as a mana stone officer and was suddenly thrust into a large-scale operation, shipwrecked on a deserted island with enemy female soldiers…

And now, he was crafting a fish trap using only a saint’s stockings and tree branches.

If this was life, just how many sins had he committed in his past lives?

“Sigh.”

It was hot. 

Humid. 

The weather was absolutely maddening.


The Valkyrie and saint must be struggling as well. 

They would want to bathe just as much, so he couldn’t be the only one complaining.

But even so, wasn’t it a bit much?

Going a month without even a proper splash of water seemed too cruel.

“I really need a bath…”
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Splash.

The water reached Tiria’s waist, her slender body partially submerged, her cheeks tinged a soft pink. 

Her irises, a faint shade of rose, didn’t stand out much in the gentle hue.

Rachael meticulously washed herself. 

After a month without a proper bath, the fresh stream water was more than welcome. 

Seeing Rachael’s ease, Tiria timidly sprinkled water over herself with her small hands.

“Ahhh, so cold.”

Compared to Rachael’s vigorous washing, Tiria’s approach was cautious. 

Watching Tiria timidly wet her hair, Rachael spoke up.

“Colonel…”

“Yes?”

“Are you embarrassed?”

Tiria swallowed hard.

“…A little.”

In truth, it was more than just a little.

They were in an open area, wearing nothing. 

Someone could be watching.

Somewhere on this island, there was a possibility that the army of the Magic Kingdom was monitoring them. 

If they were broadcasting this scene live…

“Ugh!”

Tiria scrubbed her face with frustration. 

‘What’s wrong with me? These delusions are getting out of hand. It’s all because of those romantic novels.’

“Aren’t you embarrassed, Lieutenant?”

“It’s not like anyone’s watching.”

“Have you ever bathed by a river before?”

“Yes. I often did as a child.”

An unexpected answer.

Tiria nearly lost her balance.

“I grew up in a remote fishing village. We had limited water facilities. Only wealthy households or government offices could use clean water indoors. So, except in winter, we’d wash in the stream.”

“Oh… really?”

Tiria’s childhood had been quite different.

In the cathedral where she grew up, warm water was available year-round, with a private bath stocked with luxurious bath oils and petals. 

After a bath, she’d apply a cold cream made of almond oil and rose water for skin care.

Back then, she’d found the entire process cumbersome. 

Looking back, it had been a life of luxury.

“Then, did you ever… you know… get seen by others… while… um… bathing?”

“No, never.”

Rachael answered calmly.

“Men and women had different bathing hours. They even installed partitions on one side of the river. You could rinse off in the water and change in small booths.”

Listening to Rachael, Tiria’s thoughts drifted. 

From bathing, to partitions, to clothes…

“Ah!”

“What is it?”

“What if that man does something strange with my clothes?”

“He only planned to make a fishing rod and traps, didn’t he?”

“Well, yes, but… who knows? What if he secretly does something dirty and perverted with my clothes?”

Rachael was momentarily at a loss for words.

‘What’s gotten into this saintess? Could she possibly have a hidden hobby of reading steamy novels?’

“Colonel, he may be a sorcerer, but he’s not that depraved. He knows his limits.”

“That’s because you don’t understand men. Do you know how much they’re driven by desire?”

“Not all men lack restraint.”

“No, many can’t. Trust me, I know.”

“Have you… been in a relationship with a man?”

“How about you, Lieutenant?”

Rachael’s lips twitched briefly. 

There were many things she wanted to say, but speaking so bluntly to a saintess and a superior officer felt inappropriate.

“I haven’t.”

“Faith isn’t far off. Trust my intuition.”

And with that, their conversation about men concluded. 

After all, they’d just met today, and delving into such a topic felt awkward.

“Are you done washing?”

“Yes.”

“I’ve rinsed off the salt as well.”

Just as the two women were about to leave the stream—

[“OUUUU.”]

A whirlpool formed on the water’s surface.

The whirlpool quickly grew, spreading to where Tiria and Rachael stood. 

As soon as the waves touched them, both women’s legs were pulled downward.

“Kyah!”

Something unknown dragged Tiria underwater. 

Her head submerged without a chance to inhale. 

Her breathing halted.

“Colonel! Gurgle!”

Rachael was pulled underwater shortly after.

Tiria opened her eyes to a faint, blurry vision. 

In the haze below, a figure appeared, as smoky and gray as drifting cigarette smoke. 

It had a humanoid shape and was pulling her by the legs.

[“MANA, EM HOUT MANA.”]

The smoke spoke.


It was the language of demons, Huiyan.

The purple in Tiria’s eyes faded, returning to her natural black.

As a saintess, Tiria was well-versed in sacred scriptures, which not only included religious teachings but also historical records. 

Some parts documented descriptions and traits of monsters.

There was no doubt—this smoky figure was one of the water spirits described in the holy texts.

She tried kicking, but it was a futile struggle. 

Her feet passed through the smoke, accomplishing nothing.

It was as expected.

And, in fact, it was perfect.

Ending specters unaffected by physical force was her specialty.

Reciting an incantation, Tiria summoned the Baculus, a staff bestowed by the goddess only upon high-ranking clergy of archbishop status or higher.

The purpose of this staff was to guide lost souls to the right path and banish evil spirits to the underworld.

Whoosh!

Tiria swung the Baculus down.

[“AAAAAH!”]

The water spirit screamed, the smoky form dispersing like paint in water.

Immediately, Tiria looked around.

Rachael was sinking deeper below.

Her lungs felt ready to burst, but she couldn’t abandon an ally. 

Tiria swam down into the depths.

Holding onto Rachael, Tiria dispatched the remaining water spirits without much trouble. 

She ascended as quickly as possible with Rachael, her lungs on the verge of giving out.

Just when she thought she’d reached her limit—

“Puhah!”

The two of them dramatically escaped from the lake.

“Haa, haa… Are you okay?”

“Cough, I… I thought I was going to die…”

After catching their breath, they resumed their conversation.

“No matter how much I kicked and flailed, it kept tangling tighter around me… Thank you for saving me.”

“They’re water ghosts. You can’t hit shapeless monsters.”

“But why are monsters here when the sun hasn’t even set yet?”

“I’m not sure either. Maybe it’s because we’re in the water.”

“Anyway, I never want to come to this lake again.”

“Agreed.”

Rachael and Tiria dressed hastily, barely covering themselves as they left. 

Their bodies were clean, but their minds were uneasy.

As they exited the forest, they kept an eye out for anything edible. \

However, aside from a few berries in the bushes, they heard no signs of animals.

Rachael and Tiria both sensed an eerie stillness. 

Like before, the forest was silent.

***

I twisted tree branches and bark into a makeshift rope, finishing the outer part of the fish trap. 

Then, I created a small funnel-like structure and fitted it into the outer trap.

Finally, covering the surface with a piece of the saintess’s stocking, it was done.

“Oh goddess, thank you for blessing me with this daily nylon.”

Even though I didn’t believe in the holy spirit, a prayer didn’t hurt, right?

“All the fish are doomed now.”

Judging by the size of the island, it seemed relatively large. 

Since there was a mountain visible up ahead, there was a high chance of finding a water source. 

I decided to search for a river to set the trap by today or tomorrow.

I was deep in thought, wondering what to make next, when…

[“Unexpected.”]

A deep voice came from the side. Instinctively, I turned my head.

[“Who would’ve thought there’d be a lost mage in a place like this?”]

I understood the words—it was Huiyan.

Turning, I saw a figure draped entirely in black cloth. 

The figure was tall, even taller than me, and painfully thin.

From the outline, it seemed human enough. 

But after encountering so many monsters on the last island, trust didn’t come easily.

I reflexively reached into my pocket where the magic stones were stored.

[“Oh-ho, there’s no need to be so cautious.”]

[“Who are you?”]

[“Just a wanderer passing by.”]

He didn’t seem interested in revealing his identity. 

Since he was willing to talk, indirect questioning might be my only way to gather information.

[“Isn’t this an uninhabited island?”]

[“I thought the same until a few seconds ago, but apparently not.”]

[“Why are you speaking in Huiyan?”]

[“All mages speak Huiyan.”]

The man shook his head slowly.

[“If you and I were from different countries, our languages might differ. But if we’re both mages, why waste effort on communication? Where else is there such a convenient universal language?”]

[“So, you’re not from Hazcael, then?”]

The man sat beside me with ease.

[“Now it’s my turn to ask. How long have you been on this island?”]

[“At most, five days.”]

[“Don’t lie. Isn’t it longer than that?”]

[“I apologize. It’s actually been about ten days.”]

[“My intuition is sharp. Look at your beard. How long would it take to grow that length? Five days? Ten days? Ridiculous.”]

[“…It’s been a month.”]

The man chuckled, as if to say, “See? I’m right.”

[“Concealment and deception are virtues for mages. But even considering that, you’re too guarded. How can you lie twice in a row with such a straight face?”]

Before I could respond, he continued.

[“Enough. Tell me how you’ve managed all this time.”]

[“I sleep on the lifeboat, survive on fish and bark, and keep an eye on the horizon in case a rescue ship arrives.”]

The man clicked his tongue.

[“Young people these days lack ambition. With a boat, you should be thinking of setting out to sea, not wasting time on the fringes like this.”]

[“I suppose you’re right.”]

I brushed off his remark lightly.

For a while, he stayed by my side, chatting. 

If he hadn’t met anyone for a long time, it would be understandable, but he was far too familiar.

[“Have you ventured deep into the forest?”]

[“I’ve only wandered around here. I can’t stray far, or I’d lose the lifeboat.”]


[“That makes sense. But even so, it’s worth exploring once.”]

[“Is there something in there?”]

[“It was a secret, but it’s not like I can keep it from such a rare conversation partner.”]

The man grinned, flashing white teeth.

[“If you go deep enough in any direction, there’s a pristine lake. It’s incredibly refreshing to wash there. Be sure to visit and take a cool dip.”]
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The mysterious man spoke a few more words before standing up from his seat.

“I should go see if any other fish have been caught.”

“Where do you live?”

“Up there.”

The man pointed to a high place, in the direction of the mountain foothills.

“I live up high. I scrape by, fishing and foraging for wild plants, but it’s fairly comfortable. The only downside is I don’t have anyone to talk to.”

The man chuckled and turned to leave.

“You said you can’t go far without the lifeboat, right? Then I’ll have to come down here. I’ll stop by whenever I get the chance.”

That was all he said. 

Then, the man disappeared as suddenly as he had come. 

Everything about him was a mystery—who he was, why he lived in a place like this, and what this island was even for.

‘There’s just not enough information.’

Thinking further was pointless. 

I scratched my head and redirected my focus. 

Instead of expending energy guessing who he was, I decided to concentrate on what I could actually do.

With an extra mouth to feed, the importance of food became more pressing than ever.

For now, I planned to make as many tools as possible for hunting and gathering. 

To prepare for any unforeseen circumstances, I also decided to create more mana stones.

I only infused raw mana into the sedimentary stones I’d brought from the last island. 

These stones still lacked any specific mana properties, so they didn’t have names. 

Academically, they were referred to as “Zero-Phase Resonant Stones.”

According to mana thermodynamics, Zero-Phase Resonant Stones contain the most mana. 

As the resonance phase increases to Phase 1, Phase 2, Phase 3, and so on, the amount of mana consumed rises accordingly.

“This should be enough.”

I had made quite a few Zero-Phase Resonant Stones, using up nearly all my mana. 

Until the Valkyrie and Saint returned, I decided to keep myself occupied by making a fishing rod.

Three essential parts are required to make a simple fishing rod: the rod body, the fishing line, and the hook.

First, I went around inspecting the nearby trees. 

Among them, I found a long, flexible branch and broke it off to serve as the pole.

Next was the fishing line.

I had two options here: use the fibers from my clothes or twist the fibers from large leaves into a thread.

Fortunately, I had permission to use the Saint’s clothes, so there was no reason not to. 

I unraveled a strand from her stockings, weaving it carefully. 

After carving a cross-shaped groove in the pole, I fastened the line securely to prevent it from coming loose.

Lastly, I needed a hook. 

For this, I used a buckle and a pin from my pouch. 

The end was curved like a hook, making it perfect for holding bait.

Done. 

It was almost complete.

For the weight, I tied a small stone to the line. 

I decided to skip the float for now; if necessary, I’d carve a small piece of wood to use as one.

I looked up at the sky. 

The sun was already preparing to set below the horizon.

Soon, the Valkyrie and Saint would return.

Now, let’s see…

Who should I give the fishing rod to?

***

Rachael and Tiria had come back almost empty-handed. 

They had managed to pick a few berries, but they were small, and with no basket, it was difficult to gather many.

“It’s a bit discouraging. It’s only the first day, but coming back with hardly anything is disappointing.”

“The Mage must have prepared something.”

“Could you tell us more about that man?”

Rachael swallowed hard.

“I haven’t known him long, so I’m not sure. But…”

“But?”

“He was different from any other mages I’ve encountered.”

Rachael hadn’t had many conversations with mages herself. 

However, those who killed her parents were mages, and having grown up in a Saint Church orphanage, she harbored hatred for them.

But this man was different.

“If that’s not just a facade, then I’d say he has a fairly decent character. At the very least, he seemed to have some basic morality.”

“Is there any guarantee that it’s not just a mask?”

“None. That’s exactly why we’re being cautious, isn’t it?”

“Did he try anything… untoward with you?”

“If he had, I would’ve punched a hole in his face. Oh, there…”

“We’re here.”

Following the path they had come from, the forest’s edge came into view. 

Tiria looked up at the sky with a sigh of relief. 

The sun was starting to set. It was close.

“Mage, we’re back.”

Rachael was the first to speak. 

The man looked up. 

He was intently working on something—a basket.

Tiria and Rachael offered up the food they had brought, and the man sighed.

“This is it?”

“The forest is strange. There are no animals anywhere.”

“Hmm.”

The man looked back and forth between Tiria and Rachael. 

His gaze lingered uncomfortably on Tiria, who wore only the coat Rachael had given her. 

Tiria flinched, pressing the hem of the coat down with both hands.

“Did you two take a bath?”


“Yes. There was a river over there.”

“Yes, but we couldn’t catch anything.”

“That’s a relief. I’ll have to set up some traps there tomorrow, and maybe bathe while I’m at it.”

Tiria and Rachael exchanged glances. 

At the mention of a bath, Tiria bit her lip.

“Anything unusual happened here?”

“I encountered someone earlier.”

“A person?”

“Well, I’m not sure if it was actually a person…”

Rachael listened quietly to his story while Tiria translated in real time to keep her informed.

“He was tall, slender, and completely black. He said he lived up on the mountain, fishing and foraging, just like me. He even called himself a mage.”

“Was he from the Magic Nation?”

“I don’t know. But we conversed in Huiyan, so it’s less likely.”

“So, you mean…”

“Again, I’m not certain if he was human or a creature mimicking one. I have no connection to him, so if you encounter him, please don’t assume he’s my associate.”

After hearing the whole story, Tiria and Rachael began discussing it in Ascalian, so the man couldn’t understand.

“Do you think this mage is telling the truth?”

“If he’s being truthful, he’s sharing this to avoid our suspicion. On the other hand, if he’s allied with that mysterious figure, then this could be an elaborate deception.”

Both possibilities seemed plausible. 

Without mind-reading, there was no clear answer.

We must approach with caution.

“I encountered that water ghost earlier. Just because monsters mostly roam at night doesn’t mean we can guarantee safety during the day. What that mage encountered might very well have been a monster. One with intelligence, like the siren the lieutenant mentioned.”

“……Then shouldn’t we inform them about the water ghost in the lake? They’re planning to bathe there tomorrow.”

“Just wait a moment.”

Tiria glanced at the man and continued.

“We need to see if this mage is toying with us. It’s our best chance.”

“What do you plan to do?”

“I’ll go with the mage to the lake tomorrow as a pair. If the water ghost reappears, I’ll observe his reaction and act accordingly. If it really drags him in, it won’t be too late to save him then. Lieutenant, please stay here and maybe try fishing.”

“Understood. Although it’s unlikely… if the mage does try to harm you, what will you do?”

“Don’t worry.”

Tiria adjusted her belt, revealing a small, sturdy piece of metal. 

Rachael noticed a handgun peeking out from the holster.

“If he tries anything funny, I’ll shoot immediately.”

I began piecing together the situation within the forest based on the words exchanged between the mysterious man and the saintess.

One of them suggested entering the lake, and the other mentioned the absence of animals in the forest.

It didn’t make sense for the Valkyrie to find not a single small animal. 

The forest is vast enough.

Perhaps there’s an unknown, massive threat lurking in the woods, causing the animals to flee or hide.

Still, since there are freshwater fish, it shouldn’t mean we’ll go hungry…

[‘This doesn’t add up either.’]

They clearly mentioned fish in the lake. 

Even if the saintess didn’t know, the seasoned hunter Valkyrie should have caught at least one.

[‘There could be something in the lake. A monster, perhaps.’]

I’d better be prepared.

We soon began our meal. 

We only had a few berries the two female soldiers had brought and some fish we managed to bring alive from the previous island.

With more mouths to feed, it felt a bit lacking, but it was enough. 

Surviving on a deserted island means just staving off hunger.

“Here, have this for dessert.”

The Valkyrie handed me a red berry.

“I already ate.”

“I’m full.”

“Come on, just take it.”

“From what I see, you worked the hardest today. Consider it a reward. Eat it and keep working hard.”

The Valkyrie looked at me so intently it was almost like lasers would shoot from her eyes.

“…Alright, I’ll take it. I’ll eat it little by little to avoid getting a stomach ache.”

“Take it.”

I handed her the fishing rod.

The Valkyrie hesitated, then finally took it, turning it around in her hands. 

The faint reflection of her lips in the firelight showed a hint of a smile.

“So…”

It was the saintess who spoke then.

“How should we arrange for sleeping?”

“Why don’t you two sleep on the lifeboat?”

“Huh?”

Her eyes flashed an orange glow.

“Are you sure that’s okay?”

“Yes.”

“And where will you sleep?”

“Over there.”

“On that rock? Are you seriously going to sleep there? It’ll be freezing and uncomfortable.”

“Well, should I share a bed with two female soldiers from the Holy Spirit Kingdom?”

Though, saying this feels odd since I’ve hugged the Valkyrie directly, practically sleeping in each other’s arms for a few days.

But back then, it was chilly, so we had no choice. 

Survival was at stake.

“It’s all the same without a roof. Doesn’t matter where I lie down.”

“…Fine. If you say so, I won’t argue.”

“Lastly, let’s set up a watch schedule. Who’ll stay up first?”

“I’ll go first, for two hours.”

“Then I’ll rest. Wake me if anything beyond our control happens.”

With that, I lay down on a nearby rock.

With David by my side, I gazed at the dim, darkening sky.

We still didn’t know what dangers awaited on this island. 

That uncertainty made this night feel the most unsettling. 

Just like on the previous island, where a merman had appeared, or other monsters. 

We could never know for sure.

As the sun set and night fully settled in, Rachael was fast asleep on the lifeboat, and the mage had long since fallen into a doze atop a rock.

“Sigh.”

Left alone, Tiria sighed.

Feeling the cold sea breeze hit in this state, it finally started to sink in.

“I really… got stranded on a deserted island.”

Too much had happened in one day. 

Exhaustion settled in as Tiria rubbed her tired eyes.

Still, sleep wouldn’t come.

Was it because she had to keep watch?

Because she didn’t trust the man?

No.


Those were part of it, but not the main reason.

Tiria drew her baculus. 

While she sensed no immediate sign of monsters, her ability to spread divine power widely let her sense much more than was visible.

They were coming.

As the full moon rose overhead, the island began to transform into an unrecognizable nightmare.



 
  Chapter 22: Island full of ghosts (4)


It was a quiet night, at least to the naked eye.

Tiria possessed a special vision known as the Holy Spirit Eye, granted only to those chosen by the goddess. 

Through it, she could see spiritual beings and comprehend their voices.

[“AAH, FMKHTN LU.”]

[“BASHA EM O’PEMHIL.”]

The demonic tongue echoed in her ears.

Tiria summoned her divine energy and opened her eyes, a gift from the goddess.

[“Ah, how lamentable.”]

[“We cannot find a sanctuary.”]

Words that had been incomprehensible began to make sense.

Ten, twenty, thirty grieving souls.

It seemed there were easily more than a hundred.

[“Give us a place to stay.”]

[“I died unjustly, struck by the Holy Spirit Nation’s shells.”]

[“She is an apostle of the goddess. If we kill her, we may gain favor and return to our original bodies.”]

[“Aaah.”]

The ground trembled violently. 

Black specters began to emerge, one by one. 

The ghosts, brimming with malice, sensed the presence of Tiria and Rachael and rushed toward them en masse.

Swish!

Tiria swung her baculus.

With a single strike, three or four spirits scattered. 

Though her staff cut through the air, the sensation of hitting something was vivid.

The strength of a single ghost wasn’t particularly overwhelming. 

The real problem was their sheer number, and the fact that even if they were struck down, they reemerged almost instantly.

After several swings of her staff, Tiria realized something.

These spirits were different from ordinary vengeful ghosts.

“…Why aren’t they being exorcised?”

It was peculiar. 

Most spirits should vanish the moment they touch her baculus.

[“Keep her awake. Make her suffer until she dies.”]

[“That woman over there looks tasty too.”]

[“Let’s devour her.”]

Some of the spirits bypassed Tiria and headed toward Rachael, attempting to interfere with her soul and shatter her mind. 

Tiria pursed her lips.

The Celestial Language, Hyeongeon.

Unlike the Huiyan spell language learned by all magicians, this tongue was its opposite.

Only the chosen—such as past heroes, priests, patriarchs, or saints—could wield it.

While Huiyan drew out magical power, Hyeongeon invoked the direct intervention of the goddess’s authority.

Just as it was now.

[“Kyaaah!”]

Particles of light burst from the void and struck the spectral bodies of the ghosts. 

The vengeful spirits popped like balloons, light scattering in every direction and illuminating the lifeboat as if it were daylight.

Startled, the shadows receded into the ground.

“…Is it over?”

Just as Tiria thought she had finally succeeded in exorcising them—

Whoom.

The light rapidly faded.

From the darkness reclaiming its dominion, a new ghost appeared.

[“How lamentable.”]

[“How lamentable.”]

[“How lamentable.”]

No, it wasn’t a new ghost. 

The spirits she had fought earlier had merged, forming a colossal grudge.

The massive figure was distinctly humanoid, but its torso lacked a lower body. 

Its disproportionately large head and arms made it resemble a distorted caricature of a person. 

It stood as tall as a three-story house.

Where its head should have been, a single blood-red eye glared down, black liquid dripping from it like tears of crude oil.

[“How lamentable. For the living to die, and the dead to live. For the innocent to perish twice, while those who should have died twice are hailed as heroes.”]

“What…?”

[“Mana. I need mana.”]

The creature muttered incomprehensibly.

It was unlike anything Tiria had ever seen, not even described in holy scriptures.

The unknown bred fear. 

Tiria’s grip on her baculus trembled.

Should she wake Rachael? 

She hesitated.

But Tiria dismissed the thought. 

The goddess who chose Rachael governed physical combat, and this ghostly creature likely couldn’t be harmed by material strength.

Wooooooom.

The spirits resonated in unison.

[“This grievance knows no bounds!”]

“What is so grievous?!”

[“Shameless wretch!”]

[“You do not know?!”]

[“It is your ignorance that makes our grievance even greater!”]

Three voices roared simultaneously, stabbing into her ears.

The giant monster raised its hand to strike. 

Its palm was so broad that evasion was impossible. 


She also had to protect Lieutenant Rachael.

She had no choice but to block it.

Tiria drew upon all her divine power and activated holy magic. 

The hand descended upon her, and she countered with her baculus.

Light collided with darkness.

“Ugh!”

The force was far heavier than she had anticipated, a testament to the depth of its grudge. 

Tiria barely managed to withstand it.

“Urgh…”

[“Be crushed.”]

Thud.

The creature’s words acted as a curse, pressing down on Tiria’s spine. 

Without her immense divine energy, she would have been killed instantly.

Her arms, holding up the monster’s hand, trembled violently.

Was this the end?

Truly?

How long had it been since they’d arrived on this island?

“Dear goddess, I deeply regret not fulfilling my mission…”

As despair began to consume her—

“Wow, a bound spirit?”

A voice of admiration came from behind her.

“How did you lock it into a planar coordinate system?”

“-?”

It was during this moment, while the monster loomed, that something unexpected broke the tension.

***

There was nothing I could see. 

Only a distinct sound reached my ears.

Was it a ghost?

Attempts had been made to interpret the existence of spirits through magical theories. 

All of them had failed.

Because of that, most magicians didn’t believe in ghosts. 

The reason was simple—they weren’t grounded in magical logic. 

I was no exception.

To think this sound was caused by a ghost—it was laughable. 

Clearly, a tangible entity was playing tricks from somewhere.

‘The direction of the lifeboats is unusually noisy.’

I grabbed only a pouch of mana stones and climbed down from the rock.

And then, I witnessed an extraordinary scene.

[“I will appease the grievances of my comrades with your soul!”]

“Ugh!”

A saintess wielding a staff was grappling with the air.

It was reminiscent of a scene from elementary school punishments—when a teacher made a mischievous student carry a bucket of water and stand in the hallway. 

Only, this time, it was with a staff.

I couldn’t help but chuckle, but the saintess looked utterly drained. 

Her labored breathing was audible from where I stood.

‘She might actually be fighting real spirits.’

At least, I couldn’t see them.

But not being able to see something doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist. 

After all, just because I don’t see the moon doesn’t mean it’s not there.

“Wow, a restless spirit?”

I approached the saintess, who was gasping for breath.

“How did you stabilize it in the horizontal coordinate system?”

“A ma-magician?”

“What are you doing, skipping your watch duty? Is this some upper-body workout?”

“I’m not in the mood for jokes, ugh!”

Her purple eyes, reflecting the glimmering light particles, were filled with terror. 

The saintess was gripped by extreme fear. 

From the way her irises quivered, I realized this was no ordinary prank.

“There are malicious spirits! They’re trying to crush me!”

What should I do?

“Hello.”

I decided to try speaking through the mana connection.

“Can you hear me?”

“…Who’s this?”

The once ferocious voice softened in an instant. 

Simultaneously, the saintess collapsed backward.

“Huh? What?”

The saintess’s appearance was a mess. 

Her entire body was drenched in sweat, and her once-elegant hair was disheveled as if something had crushed it.

The saintess muttered in a daze.

“Why did they suddenly stop attacking…?”

Her gaze shifted. 

I turned my head to follow the direction of her eyes. 

As expected, there was nothing there.

Only the voices came from that direction.

“He’s a soldier from the Magic Nation.”

“A magician.”

“Wait a second, I know this man.”

Numerous voices began speaking at once.

“Erich Rohnstein, Battalion Commander!”

“Battalion Commander?”

“He’s the mana officer of the 8th Fleet, 269th Battalion!”

“Who?”

“He’s a good man. Took good care of us.”

“Commander, it’s me! I’m still alive!”

Among them, I heard familiar tones.

I couldn’t help but feel bewildered.

Though I couldn’t see anything, voices calling my name and reciting my rank poured out from all around me. 

Some even addressed me as if we were old acquaintances.

“Major, it’s me! Allan! I was on the same ship with you during the Tatankur Sea Battle! I was killed by a Valkyrie, and now… now I’m like this! It’s unbearable, so unfair…!”

What was this? 

Was I really hearing things? 

Had killing too many with mana stones finally driven me insane, letting a demon invade my mind?

“It’s not hallucinations!”

“We’re alive! Please, help us live!”

At least, the voices didn’t seem hostile toward me. 

Their reactions were completely different from the aggression they’d shown the saintess earlier.

I asked the saintess.

“What is going on here?”

“I-I don’t know. Why did they suddenly calm down? And why because of you? Did you do something?”

“How would I know?”

I scratched my head.

While I didn’t believe in spirits, the mana connection suggested otherwise.

I decided to proceed as if they existed.

“If they’re spirits, shouldn’t you help them find peace? Isn’t that what that staff of yours is for?”

“Well, I can’t exorcise them.”

“You’re talking about banishment, right? Not exorcism. I mean granting peace. Maybe fulfilling their wishes would help them move on.”


I directed my question to the invisible spirits through the mana connection. 

What would it take for them to leave the saintess alone and return to rest?

Their answer was outrageous.

“Kill that woman and the Valkyrie over there, scatter their ashes into the sea, and soothe our souls.”

That’s… far too extreme.
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Valkyrie and I were stranded near the waters of Tatankur. 

So where did the souls of the soldiers who perished that day go?

They sank, literally. 

Down to the cold depths below.

The bodies were never even found. 

Those who could not be given a proper burial were denied the right to rest. 

And so, their vengeful spirits, like the floating buoys they once were, drifted here, eventually settling on this island.

[“We died unjustly that day. Please avenge us by killing that saintess and that Valkyries. Then, we will not harm the Lieutenant.”]

There was a plea in the voices of the souls. 

Their wishes were all the same, without exception.

Hearing the vengeful cries of those who died first.

[“I understand the hatred towards Valkyrie, but why is the saintess your enemy?”]

[“That church sent our souls plummeting into the abyss. Though it was the Holy Kingdom’s fault, that woman tried to exorcise us, claiming we had fallen. She didn’t comfort us, so we distrust her. She was biased, unjust, and we are filled only with anger because we were not understood.”]

As the speech ended, the remaining voices screamed in unison.

[“If we offer those two as sacrifices, two of us will be saved.”]

[“Sacrifices? Salvation?”]

[“Lieutenant Colonel, we have spoken with a demon.”]

A sense of pity filled me, but as soon as I heard those words, my expression hardened.

[“The demon said that for every Holy Kingdom officer’s life that arrives on this island, one of ours will be resurrected. Since that day, we have waited month after month for any shipwrecked souls to appear on this island.”]

I turned my head. In the darkness, the saintess’s eyes gleamed with a red light. 

Her voice, heavy with suppressed hatred, was cold and sharp.

“Ultimately, your souls were sold. To a demon. Now, you’ve become vengeful spirits, harming the living while seeking salvation. Don’t you think that’s shameless? Cursed things.”

“Stop.”

I tried to stop the saintess, but she shot back at me instead.

“Mage, what will you do now? Will you kill me and Valkyrie? Maybe you can. With the help of this monster.”

I understood why the saintess spoke so venomously. 

It was easy to read in her eyes. 

Red with a hint of purple. She was angry, but she was also afraid.

Fear of death. 

Everyone has it. 

Even the saintess, despite pretending otherwise—because she is the face of the Church.

“I am the chosen vessel of the Goddess of Healing. I can also act as a healer. If you kill me, you will not be healed. You won’t be able to recover from your injuries or diseases. Nothing can be done.”

[“Lieutenant.”]

“But it seems neither of us has any choice now.”

Kaaang!

A spark flew.

The saintess, holding her staff, was pushed back. 

A ghost had attacked. 

Its form was invisible, but judging by the distance the saintess was pushed, the physical force was terrifying. 

The purple hue in her eyes intensified.

“Ugh!”

[“Now, kill her while we have her bound. Time is running out. Her divine power is recovering fast, so we must weaken her and deal with her now.”]

I didn’t know much about the ghosts here.

Nor did I know how powerful or extraordinary the saintess was.

All I could understand was one thing. 

The unfairness and pain of my fallen comrades exceeded even the saintess’s divine power.

However.

Despite my lack of information.

[“No. I won’t kill her.”]

My stance hadn’t changed since a month ago.

[“I’m sorry. I can’t fulfill your request.”]

[“What are you saying?”]

[“We don’t know what dangers await us on this island. I can’t escape on my own. I’ve already teamed up with these women. So, I can’t kill Valkyrie and the saintess for you.”]

The spirits murmured in agitation.

 Some voices immediately protested or became hostile. 

Their dissonant cries reverberated in my mind like a drumbeat.

[“…Lieutenant.”]

Amidst the chaos, one calm voice stood out clearly. 

It was the voice of a soldier named Allen, who had died that day in Tatankur.

[“Lieutenant Colonel, you always treated soldiers like us with respect. Even though you were of a higher rank, you took on the hardest tasks. Your name was famous in the 8th Fleet. You were well-liked by many soldiers. That’s why, even in death, we dare to make one final request.”]

[“You want me to finish your vengeance with my own hands?”]

The spirits answered in silence.

[“If you truly understand, you shouldn’t be making this request.”]

[“We died so unfairly. We spent our lives listening to others, always obeying orders. We couldn’t even live freely while we were alive. And now, after death, are we to be mocked and manipulated by others?”]

[“Hello?”]

[“Now, we will live for ourselves. We will offer the lives of two Holy Kingdom officers and gain new bodies. In this second life, we will live however we want—free, without anyone’s control…”]

[“The Oath of Zeraem.”]

As soon as I spoke those words, all the voices fell silent.

[“Did you forget?”]

[“One, magic should only be used for beneficial purposes.”]

The Oath of Zeraem. 

Or the Oath of the Black Mage.

This oath was the greatest spell ever created by a grand mage, sacrificed for the improvement of magic users’ recognition. 

It was the highest law, above all others, that all mages in the Magic Kingdom had to follow.

They must have known the words by heart, and one by one, I recited them.

[“One must never harm others with magic without just cause. One must never communicate with, make contracts with, or trade with demons. One must always prioritize morality over any other value.”]

[“Now, we don’t care about that anymore! If we sacrifice these women, we’ll get back what we’ve lost…”]

[“One must never use human sacrifice, no matter the circumstances.”]

I pointed angrily at the air and raised my voice.


[“By the moment you decided to offer sacrifices to a demon, you violated the oath! It’s a capital crime under the law! No matter how unjust and wronged you feel, there are things that must not be done if you wish to be remembered as human!”]

[“What does it matter if we’re humans or demon’s servants? No one will remember us once time passes!”]

Fwoosh.

A cold wind brushed past my cheek.

“Ah…!”

The saintess sighed briefly. 

In that brief moment, her eyes turned orange. 

I couldn’t tell what the spirits had done, but I felt no ill effects on my body.

No matter what, the answer I had to give was already decided.

[“Hey, guys.”]

In times of war, mental illness spreads just as quickly as physical injuries. 

Because of this, during my off hours, I often called in soldiers who were struggling and gave them counseling.

I had comforted many living souls, but could I not do the same for the dead?

[“I grew up in an orphanage. The director would beat me whenever he had a chance, so there was never a day without bruises on my body. Despite that, I studied hard and even made it to graduate school. But right before graduation, the teacher I considered family passed away from diabetes, just before my final review. I nearly couldn’t graduate.”]

I continued speaking.

[“After somehow finishing my studies, I did my military service, spending two years in the army. When I was discharged as a sergeant, I thought the worst was over. But that wasn’t the case. The war broke out, and not wanting to die, I rejoined as an officer… and was stationed at the front lines.”]

The path I had walked, the life I had lived. I poured out everything.

This wasn’t a plea for pity.

[“…And then, I lost all of you—whom I considered brothers—to the enemy. Stranded on this island, suffering like this… How could I not want to do what you asked?”]

Everything was for this one sentence.

[“I’m enduring. Just like I’ve been doing until now. I’m just living while enduring.”]

[“…”]

[“This is my choice.”]

Is there such a thing as an easy life? 

Who doesn’t have regrets? 

Who doesn’t feel wronged at some point in their life? 

No matter how carefully you live, you could get hit by a car or catch a fatal illness and die young.

It’s sad, but what can you do?

But…

[“As a mage, even though I can use the spells, I will never offer sacrifices to demons. That is the path to self-destruction. If life is tough, at least your soul should be saved, shouldn’t it? Follow the oath, guys.”]

[“Saved?”]

When one of the souls spoke with dissatisfaction, the others began to chime in.

[“It’s too late for us. That woman drove us to the abyss!”]

[“The spirit of a friend I’ve known for ten years was also taken by her!”]

[“Is it such a terrible sin to not believe in the Holy Spirit? We killed people, but they go to heaven, and we have to fall to hell?”]

[“If the Valkyrie kills the body, and the saintess kills the soul, then it’s better to trust the devil!”]

[“We had no choice.”]

[“We can’t be comforted. We won’t be remembered. There’s no one who understands us. If only there were a tower made of mana…”]

[“I…”]

The murmurs stopped the moment I moved my hand. 

I pulled out the mana stones I had prepared earlier and took a step forward.

[“I’ll pray for your souls.”]

The spirits fell silent.

[“I’ll offer rain and pour wine every year.”]

I didn’t believe in divine grace or heavenly beings, but there was no doubt that those who were innocently sacrificed in the war deserved mourning.

[“As much as you are wronged, I want you to know that there are people who recognize that pain. So, forget about the worldly matters, and let’s meet again far in the future. Let’s be reborn in an era without war and live a life where we can finally do what we truly want.”]

Ah.

I don’t even know anymore. 

What was I even saying?

This is fine.

I found a sunny spot and sat down. 

I began stacking stones one by one, creating a small tower.

Tiria, who had overheard the conversation between the man and the spirits, couldn’t hide her confusion. 

These souls weren’t old, lingering monsters. 

They were the spirits of soldiers who died in the Battle of Tatankur.

The man had promised not to harm them.

Disappointed, the spirits swung their heavy fists at him, but the man didn’t even blink, effortlessly deflecting their attacks.

No, to be precise, the spirits’ fists didn’t harm him at all; they passed right through him.

“That’s impossible.”

Even though humans couldn’t see evil spirits, they couldn’t ignore their attacks. 

At least, that’s what the scriptures said. 

The Bible was infallible—how could something like this happen?

A different answer came to Tiria’s mind.

These souls didn’t see the man as a target of vengeance.

Tiria, who had been brainwashed by the aggressive teachings of the Holy Spirit Church, briefly entertained the thought. 

Could the man and the spirits be working together? 

Perhaps this situation was all a setup?

She shook her head, dismissing the thought.

No, that couldn’t be it. 

If this mage had been pretending all along, he should have turned hostile when Rachael was asleep, and Tiria was overwhelmed by vengeance, caught in a disadvantageous position.

Instead, the man was preparing to help the spirits find peace, to save them.

The mage carefully placed the mana-infused stones, stacking them geometrically, skillfully shaping them. 

It was clear he had done this many times before.

“…Ah.”

Now that I think about it, I had once heard that in the mage kingdom, they built stone towers as a symbol of remembering the dead. 

Even though rocks could be chipped and shattered, they never truly disappeared.

Clink.


The man placed the final stone and stood up, speaking in a gentle voice.

[“Hey, guys.”]

It was as if he were truly their superior.

[“Step forward one by one and report your discharge.”]

At those words, the spirits who had been tense just moments before, began to weep in unison.



 
  Chapter 24: Sympathy for the Sick (1)


I carved the names of six spirits each into twenty-two stones.

This was the traditional funeral process in the Magic Nation.

Even with the aid of magic, the task took over two hours to complete.

Finally, everything was ready.

I slowly opened my mouth.

“Everyone. You’ve endured much, having been thrust onto the battlefield at such a young age. I understand your frustration and bitterness completely. I will never forget your sacrifice, so let go of the past and return home to rest in peace.”

A blessing.

And then. 

A discharge order.

“Lucas Brown, Heinrich Staffel, Alan Lauer. I hereby authorize the discharge of 132 soldiers.”

These were comrades with whom I had shared meals, laughter, and battles. 

It was time to bid farewell to these long-standing bonds.

“Thank you all for your service.”

The man called out each name of the spirits. 

With every name, the power of the vengeful spirits waned. 

One by one, the souls flew before him, saluted, and ascended into the heavens.

They were at peace.

It was the only way to describe it.

“How could this be…”

There are typically two ways for a soul to find peace: either they leave voluntarily without regrets from their lifetime, or they encounter a priest and finally ascend.

But this man had brought them peace.

And he wasn’t even a priest.

Not only that, these were restless souls, corrupted by demons to the point that even priests could not save them.

What he had done overturned everything Tiria had learned and experienced until now.

“Excuse me,” the man called to Tiria.

“I can’t see them, so could you confirm that they’ve all left?”

“…Yes. They’re gone.”

The restless spirits had disappeared. 

Every last one of them, cleanly and completely.

“Honestly, I’m shocked. You’re the first person I’ve seen who sent vengeful spirits to peace without exorcising them.”

“Do not call my comrades vengeful spirits.”

“I’m not calling them that out of personal bias. I distinguish spirits based on the color of their soul. Those who become harmful simply by existing have a dark and murky hue.”

Tiria continued, “I know it may seem inappropriate to say this now… but they had sold their souls to demons. People like that are usually beyond salvation. Yet the moment you gave the discharge order, their soul’s colors brightened again.”

Over the past two years, Tiria had seen countless unjustly killed spirits. 

But not once had she seen a soul that had fallen into corruption ascend.

“You’re the first,” she said.

“Is that so.”

The man looked down at the stone tower with a complicated expression.

“Saint, though they were our enemies, may I ask you for one favor?”

“Go ahead.”

“Could you pray for my subordinates?”

Tiria’s eyes widened.

“Your people don’t believe in the Church of the Sacred Spirit, do they? Didn’t you consider prayer mere superstition?”

“Not believing and disliking are different. What kind of soul would resent someone praying for their repose?”

“But… you heard it too. Those spirits were begging you to kill me. Is it really okay to pray for such souls?”

“That’s precisely why I’m asking you.”

Tiria fell silent, and the man spoke again.

“I’ve heard that the prayers of high-ranking clergy affect a soul’s next life. A saint’s prayer might even save those who tried to invoke demonic rituals.”

He was right. 

A saint’s prayer for the dead was like a guarantee of ascension to heaven—or so the Church taught.

For this reason, Tiria had been instructed:

Never extend salvation to the souls of magicians.

Exorcise them on sight.

If saved, their souls would ascend to heaven, disrupting the balance and throwing the world into disorder.

By principle, she shouldn’t do it.

But…

“If it’s too much to ask, you don’t have to.”

“No, I’ll do it.”

Tiria surprised herself. 

What? 

Did I just agree to this?

“Thank you.”

The words were already out, and she couldn’t take them back. 

Besides, the magician looked so gentle and sincere that she couldn’t bring herself to refuse.

Quickly, she racked her brain for an excuse before the goddess could punish her. 

Being well-versed in various doctrines, finding one wasn’t difficult.

“The Church of the Sacred Spirit recognizes four goddesses: the Goddess of War, the Goddess of Healing, the Goddess of Creation, and… the Goddess of Embrace.”

“The Goddess of Embrace?”

“Yes. She is said to embrace not only believers but also atheists and even magicians.”

“I’ve never heard of such a goddess.”

“Well, she’s more of a theological interpretation than a widely accepted deity. The Central Church doesn’t officially recognize her existence.”

“And you’re okay saying such things? Won’t people accuse you of heresy?”

“It’s not heresy. Just a difference in doctrinal interpretation.”

“Sounds like a stretch.”

“Ahem.”

Clearing her throat, Tiria clasped her hands together. 

Around her, shimmering particles of light gathered, resembling stars on a canvas of night sand.

“Oh, Goddess of Embrace. Please guide these souls to a good place. Forgive their sins and grant them joy and glory in the afterlife.”

Why?

Why was she, an enemy, praying for the repose of the spirits of the Magic Nation?

Just moments ago, she had believed them irredeemable and had fought desperately to exorcise them.

She didn’t know.

How things had come to this.

“May you rest in peace.”

As Tiria finished her prayer, she sighed.

“If word gets out that I prayed for the soldiers of the Magic Nation, the Archbishop will have a fit. I might even be excommunicated.”

“I suppose it was an unreasonable request. I apologize.”

The man’s tone was sincere, and his expression was kind.

“It was something I did of my own free will. You don’t need to apologize.”


“Then I will carry the favor I received this time to my grave. Thank you.”

Tiria was quite taken aback.

Thank you?

Did a wizard just say that to her?

Suddenly, she recalled the man’s actions from earlier today.

From the words he spoke about deserting if the Holy Kingdom was researching forbidden magic, to the bitter expression he showed when hearing about the development of military mana stones that killed people.

At that time, she doubted it and thought it might be an act.

But the way the man had just acted made it clear—it was impossible for such sincerity to be an act.

Yes, perhaps this was his true self.

“Ah.”

“Why is that?”

“It’s nothing.”

Suddenly, she felt as though her breath was caught in her throat.

Could it be…?

Had she unconsciously been swayed by this man’s sincerity?

Tiria became frightened of the man standing before her.

She feared that she might develop feelings for her enemy.


She feared that the faith she had built over her entire life might be uprooted entirely.

***

After finishing the night with the saintess, I woke up the Valkyrie for her shift and slept until morning.

Honestly, it wasn’t a restful sleep.

Maybe because of the pitiful experience I had early in the morning.

“David, how many hours did I sleep?”

[‘You slept for about five hours.’]

I had slept longer than I thought.

Although the fatigue hadn’t completely gone, the sun was already up, and it was time to move.

Aside from the few berries the Valkyrie brought back yesterday, there was no food.

If we didn’t secure provisions soon, we wouldn’t stand a chance in a proper fight against the monsters.

I climbed down the rock and walked toward the lifeboat. Two voices could be heard.

“Colonel, what happened last night?”

“Why do you ask?”

Perhaps because I had been exposed to Ascalian speech for so long, I was beginning to understand bits and pieces of what the Valkyrie and the saintess were saying.

Though, at most, it was just a few words here and there.

“You were staring at the wizard all night.”

“I was just keeping watch. I had to make sure he wasn’t doing anything strange.”

“For someone keeping watch, your eyes seemed awfully… pink.”
“It must’ve been the light making my red eyes look different. Ahem. Anyway, shouldn’t we discuss what we’re going to do today?”

As the sentences grew longer, I lost track.

What on earth were they saying?

The saintess suddenly stood up in a fluster.

Her eyes met mine.

Cherry blossom-colored eyes.

Was she feeling embarrassed after her conversation with the Valkyrie?

“Ahem.”

After clearing her throat, the saintess approached me.

“Good morning, wizard.”

“Yes.”

“We talked yesterday. Do you remember?”

“Yes, you said we’d go to the lake together.”

“Brokenheart will stay here. While the lieutenant fishes, we will explore other paths, secure water and provisions, and look for any other natives. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

Water and provisions—I caught that much. I nodded.

Of course, water and provisions were important, but I had something else in mind as soon as we reached the lake.

Bathing.

I hoped to finally tidy up my greasy hair.

Maybe even shave with my knife.
Even if stranded on a deserted island, one must maintain cleanliness.

Otherwise, it’d be an open invitation to illness.

It was a bit embarrassing, considering I’d be traveling with the saintess, who was a woman.


[Think about it. No matter what, she’s still a saintess. She even felt ashamed of showing her bare legs and tried to wear stockings in this weather.]

Hearing David’s words made my worries fade.

Yes, that’s true.

No matter what, she’s a saintess.

There’s no way she’d watch someone else bathe, right?

She watched.
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We set off toward the lake, the saint and I.

“This way, magician,” the saint said, taking the lead. 

It was a stark contrast to the valkyrie, who had been adamant about not letting anyone behind her.

“Don’t stick too close, though,” she added.

She seemed cautious of me, but her guard was lax. 

If I decided to strike from behind, how would she even react?

“Excuse me, Mr. Rohnstein,” she called.

“Yes?”

“Could you turn around for a moment?”

“No, I can’t,” I replied curtly.

She wouldn’t even meet my gaze.

“We don’t know what lies ahead. Left, right—make sure you’re watching the surroundings, magician.”

“I told you, I’m not a magician.”

“Then what should I call you? Sorcerer?”

“Yes.”

She was sharp.

“I’ve always wondered, what’s the difference between a magician and a sorcerer?”

“Sorcerers are magicians who uphold the covenant of sorcery.”

“That’s it? Then why not just call you a magician?”

“In that case, may I call you Half-Elf Saint?”

The saint finally turned around, her eyes a striking red, like a rabbit’s.

“No! Absolutely not! Luminas and half-elves are entirely different!”

“But you’ve got the same pointy ears.”

“You’re awfully good at getting under people’s skin.”

Scientifically speaking, Luminas were half-elves. 

They hated the label, though. It was likely because of their pride as a race supposedly chosen by the goddess—a claim that existed only in myths.

“Just as you dislike being called half-elves, we sorcerers don’t appreciate being lumped in as magicians,” I explained.

“Oh, so it’s like an elitist thing? ‘We’re better than you’? That kind of attitude?”

“Not at all. Unlike the Luminas.”

“We’re not like that either!”

The saint pouted. 

They say opposites attract, and perhaps sorcerers and Luminas had more in common than either side would admit.

“We’ve arrived,” she announced, pointing to a stream. 

“Follow this waterway, and we’ll reach the lake.”

“Is the water good here?”

“There are plenty of fish.”

“Then why didn’t you catch any yesterday?”

She avoided my skeptical gaze, her golden irises darting elsewhere. 

I caught the flicker of hesitation before she quickly turned away.

After setting a trap for the fish, we descended toward the lake. 

I washed my hands and face while the saint stood silently nearby.

“Under the lake…” she muttered.

“Pardon?”

“There might be danger beneath the water. Like, I don’t know… a water spirit?”

A water ghost, perhaps. 

So they did exist.

“Did you meet this ghost here yesterday?”

She didn’t answer, but her silence was telling.

The saint and the valkyrie had returned yesterday before sunset. 

If they’d been attacked, it meant there was likely a creature beneath the water unaffected by the time of day.

“Still, it doesn’t seem like there’s any other place to bathe but the lake,” I said, glancing upstream. 

“The shallow upper stream won’t do.”

The saint swallowed nervously, her eyes shifting colors—white, orange, purple, pink—as if they were fireworks.

“Do we… really have to bathe?” she asked hesitantly.

“Yes. It’s the only way I’ll feel refreshed enough to do anything.”

“Then… go ahead.”

Following the waterway, we eventually reached the lake. 

The water was pristine, just as I’d hoped. 

The saint suddenly spoke up.

“I need to wash myself too.”

“Oh. Alright.”

For a moment, my brain short-circuited, but I managed to respond. 

Surely, she only meant to wash her face and hands. 

There was no way she’d strip completely in front of me.

“I’ll head over there behind that rock,” I said, grabbing my knife and a piece of flint to shave with.

Behind the rock, I placed my clothes neatly on top before checking the water’s depth. Waist-deep—just right.

[Be careful. Something might attack from below.]

Following David’s advice, I sprinkled protective enchantment stones around the lakebed. That should provide some measure of safety.

Still, I resolved to wash quickly. 

Better safe than sorry.

“Ah, this is heaven.”

The cool water was a welcome relief from the oppressive heat. 

I washed my hair and began shaving when I heard a splash nearby. 

The sound shattered the serene silence.

I immediately turned my head, but there was nothing there.

“…Did I imagine it?”

Though it was a lake, the water wasn’t entirely still. 

Rocks jutted out in places, and the current varied in strength. 

It could have been water striking the stones.


Of course, there was another possibility.

[“Mana… I want mana…”]

The ripples could be the water ghost approaching.

Then, without warning, I felt something heavy and cold wrap around my ankle.

[“…Got you.”]

Rachael lost her family to a sorcerer, and even her friends were all dead. 

Now, she had no one she could call personally close. 

Because of this, her life’s goal was modest: to completely crush the Magician’s Kingdom, retire in peace, and forge new relationships.

If possible, she wanted a family. 

Marrying a kind man was the dream. 

For her future groom’s sake, skincare was essential.

“Surviving comes first, though.”

Rachael chuckled to herself.

Suddenly, she recalled the backs of the saintess and the sorcerer who departed this morning.

Above all, she worried about Saintess Tiria Carsten’s safety.

Tiria was the first person from the Holy Kingdom Rachael had encountered in a month. 

Naturally, she trusted her more than the enemy sorcerer.

“Colonel, you’ll be fine, right?”

She wasn’t fine.

Tiria, after the man, began undressing as she approached the rock he was near. 

Her heart pounded harder with each step closer.

Thud. 

Thud.

The man, meanwhile, was too preoccupied with washing his hair to notice her. 

The sound of water splashing echoed in Tiria’s ears from the other side of the rock. 

The noise was from the man rinsing himself off.

Tiria stiffly began washing her body.

After walking through the sweltering forest for so long, she was drenched in sweat. 

Bathing wasn’t part of the plan, but it was a necessity to maintain cleanliness and avoid illness.

But then, did she really need to wash so close to the man?

Yes.

There was a reason.

Water spirits.

Physical attacks didn’t work on them. 

If one of those creatures tried to drown the man as it had attempted with her and Rachael yesterday, she had no choice but to intervene immediately.

Despite being enemies, cooperation was essential on this deserted island. 

Though Tiria viewed sorcerers as the scourge of society, she was flexible enough to recognize necessity.

So, this was necessary.

Tiria swallowed hard and cautiously peeked over the rock.

“Wow, wow…”

It was the man’s body.

Trapezius, latissimus dorsi, deltoids, and erector spinae—each muscle was flawless.

His shoulders were taut like the wings of a hawk, his back muscles sculpted like a statue. 

Beads of water clung to his skin like sweat, captivating her in an instant.

Tiria’s face flushed red, as if molten iron had been poured over her.

I’ve lost my mind. 

Of all things, the moment I see an enemy’s bare body, I start recalling lines from a sensual novel? 

This is not how a saintess should think!

Yes, a sensual novel. 

Those books Catherine had smuggled in were always the problem.

How did it come to this?

It all began with the former saintess, Bessie, who had once rebelled. 

As the eldest among the saintesses, Bessie had gone out for a civilian baptism one day and fallen for a young man in the village at first sight. 

She wrote a diary fantasizing about him, only for it to be discovered by the high priest.

“Get a hold of yourself, Saintess! You, who are supposed to deliver the goddess’s word, cannot write such filthy things!”

The priest’s harsh scolding caused Bessie to snap. 

From that day on, she began whispering about wanting to freely fall in love outside the confines of the church.

Other saintesses, including Tiria, shared her growing frustration with their ascetic lives.

One day, Catherine, who volunteered at the library, brought in a piece of classic literature depicting the union of men and women.

The plot was simple: a man and woman from rival families fall in love and elope.

While the premise was old, it was like a rush of dopamine for saintesses who had only ever read rigid holy texts.

“Sisters, look at this! Even classic literature contains such impure content!”

“This should be designated as banned material. We need to manage it to prevent any leaks.”

The romance scenes amounted to just two pages, and the language was highly euphemistic. 

Yet, the six saintesses reread those pages hundreds of times. 

The sections became so worn that the paper yellowed, and the ink faded away.

From there, things spiraled.

“We might find more of these… I mean, these vulgar books that need censoring.”

“Right. We must take the lead in screening them.”

And so began their descent.

Teenage girls led by Catherine started scouring the library. 

They borrowed every romance novel they could find and even competed to buy the latest sensual novels.

“Wow, these newer books are on another level compared to the classics.”

“Cheap pulp fiction, indeed. The writing style is so… lowbrow.”

“These are all magical texts. They must never leave this place!”

Tiria, too, was swept up in it. 

With no other forms of entertainment available, it was inevitable she’d turn to such novels.

The high priest seemed aware of their activities but only issued mild warnings, likely intending to let them feel guilty on their own.

It was the most morally lax period of her life.

As Tiria matured, she sank into self-reproach. 

She swore off novels and read only the holy scriptures to preserve her faith, her dignity as a saintess, and her piety.

But after yesterday’s events, how could she focus on scripture?

At this moment, she had one task: to watch the man’s movements.

Whenever she made even the slightest splash, the man turned his head. 

Each time, Tiria quickly hid behind the rock, holding her breath until he looked away. 

Then, her surveillance resumed.

Under the pretense of monitoring for water spirits, Tiria found herself spying on the sorcerer for quite some time.

Her thoughts became a jumbled mess, as chaotic as a fireworks display. 

She’d long forgotten her original intent to finish washing and dress quickly.

And then, the unexpected happened.


“Damn it, what the…!”

Something grabbed the man and pulled him underwater.

Tiria, who had been zoning out, snapped back to reality. 

There was no time to dress.

She dove into the water to save him.
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One Second.

The water, which had only reached his waist, rose above his head in an instant.

Opening his eyes underwater was unfamiliar, but he had to do it. 

The thought that staying still might lead to his death forced his eyelids open.

Through his blurry vision, he saw something.

Smoke?

Or perhaps fog? 

A hazy substance wrapped around his ankles. Its precise shape was indiscernible due to the water, but it seemed like a type of spirit—a ghostly entity.

What was it?

What was it really? 

He had never seen a ghost before, not until yesterday.

[Mana. Give me mana.]

What?

[With mana, you can do anything. Lead yourself to salvation. Quickly.]

He kicked at the mist. 

His foot passed through it effortlessly.

Ah, of course. 

There was a reason the detection stones hadn’t picked this up. 

How could something without a physical form be sensed?

It wasn’t human if physical force didn’t work. 

Applying spiritual energy tilted the possibility toward it being a demon.

But wait. 

Was something as vague as this even considered a demon?

[I said, give me mana now.]

His lungs burned for air. 

It wasn’t just because he was drowning.

This pressure. 

This chill.

And the persistent demand for mana, delivered as a threat.

Damn it.

This thing—it was a demon.

He squeezed his eyes shut and covered his ears. 

He emptied his mind of complex thoughts, leaving only instinct. 

He struggled frantically, desperate to break the surface.

It was useless.

The force pulling him down was much stronger than his attempts to swim upward. 

Though he tried to rise, his body only sank further from the surface.

[Mana. Mana.]

He couldn’t breathe. 

His lungs felt like they would tear apart.

[Give me mana, and I will spare your life.]

A sweet whisper.

He thought of the Oath of the Mage.

“Never make deals with demons, no matter the circumstance.”

As a mage, he had boundaries he must not cross. 

Succumbing to the temptation for a moment of oxygen would betray everything he stood for.

[If you won’t pay the price, I will take your life instead.]

The demon revealed its true nature. 

When persuasion didn’t work, it resorted to threats.

[Will you give me mana and sell your soul? Or will you offer your insignificant life and meet a death less dignified than that of a stray dog?]

It was a devil’s ultimatum.

Each second made him crave air more desperately, pushing him to consider the first option.

Even so, he couldn’t.

Yesterday, he had urged the mages of the nation to uphold their oaths at all costs. 

What kind of hypocrisy would it be if he were the one to break it? 

Surviving wouldn’t even feel like living anymore.

It wasn’t that he didn’t want to live. 

How many humans truly desired death?

But those who sold their souls to demons faced only horrors, even if they survived.

[Stubborn fool.]

The force pulling him down grew stronger. 

The depths below were an eerie abyss, with no bottom in sight. 

Though he was in a lake, it felt like being in the middle of an ocean.

Fear overwhelmed him. 

His limits approached. 

He tried casting spells against the demon, but it was as futile as watering fish.

This was bad.

Was this the end?

A short, bittersweet… no, honestly, a downright cursed life. 

The saying “Luck is 70% effort, 30% fate” was a lie. 

It felt more like 90% luck and less than 10% effort. 

That would be his final lesson.

He closed his eyes.

As despair threatened to consume everything—

“Don’t give up.”

From above, he thought he heard the voice of a goddess.

***

The man sank rapidly. 

It was the same situation Tiria and Rachael had faced just yesterday afternoon.


Even a mage was, after all, only human. 

When dragged underwater so suddenly, they had no means of coping. 

Their magic seemed useless here.

Despite being an enemy, she had to help. 

She owed him a debt, after all.

Trusting her conscience to guide her, Tiria pulled out the goddess’s staff and plunged downward at full speed.

As a high-ranking officer and a saintess, she had faced countless trials. 

Her response was swift.

Boom!

Sacred flames struck the demon’s head.

Tiria’s holy magic dealt immense damage to spirits. 

The closer the entity leaned toward the alignment of evil, the more devastating her attacks became.

Against the living, it was less effective. 

Against monsters, stronger. 

Against spirits, stronger still. 

And against demons? Her magic was nothing short of lethal.

[Kyaaaaah!]

The demon shrieked and scattered.

Tiria didn’t stop. 

To convey the goddess’s wrath, she chanted an exorcism spell.

The holy power of Sefiron spread in a radiant sphere. 

Overwhelmed by divine energy, the demon burned white.

[Aaaaaagh!]

Finally, the demon vanished without a trace.

Tiria swam toward the man. 

Grabbing his arm, she slipped her other hand beneath his armpit, securing him tightly. 

She felt the firmness of his muscles and his steady warmth.

But now wasn’t the time for embarrassment. 

Saving lives came first.

With only her legs and one arm, she fought against the water, now twice as heavy.

***

“Puhah!”

They broke the surface at last. 

Her lungs burned with the effort.

“Wizard! Wizard, are you alright?”

“Cough, cough!” 

The man coughed violently.

“…I almost died,” he gasped.

“You’re lucky I was nearby and acted quickly. If you were alone, you wouldn’t be alive right now,” Tiria added.

“Does this clear the debt from dawn?”

“Of course, it does. By the way—”

No matter the process, it became clear that the man had no direct connection to the secrets of this system. He was too engrossed in his bath to even notice Tiria’s approach.

Now was truly the time to worry about survival. 

Food, water, and bait for the fishing rod needed to be gathered before heading back. 

As Tiria mulled over these thoughts, a voice interrupted her.

“Shouldn’t we start by getting dressed?”

“…Huh? Ahhhh!”

After finishing our bath, the saint and I filled our water containers and ventured deeper into the forest. 

The goal was to hunt, gather, and scout the area.

The island was vast enough to give us hope that someone might be living here. 

Along the way, I also planned to look for that man.

Time passed as we wandered through the wilderness. 

I marked a tree with an X and turned to the saint.

“Let’s call it a day and head back.”

We hadn’t spoken a word since earlier. 

To be precise, I had tried to start conversations, but she remained silent. 

Her eyes had stayed pink since then.

I knew why. 

In fact, I understood it all too well, which only made my face flush with embarrassment.

Scratching the back of my neck awkwardly, I spoke.

“Miss Carsten, I forgot to thank you earlier. Thank you for saving me.”

The saint raised her head to look at me.

“When I was being dragged by the water spirit, you didn’t hesitate to dive in and save me, even though it meant soaking your freshly dried robes. If you had been even a moment later, I would have perished at the demon’s hands.”

“…!”

“I’ve held a negative perception of the Holy Spirit Church for most of my life, but meeting you has started to change that.”

She seemed to understand my words immediately. 

Her irises, which had been shifting colors, finally settled on yellow.

The golden hue of Lumina’s eyes symbolized positive emotions: joy, gratitude, relief. 

It was the first time I had seen her show this color before me.

“…No. I did it for my own sake. To survive on this island, I need your skills. We don’t need to dwell on it.”

That was her response. 

Our situation could be summed up simply:

Let’s just pretend this never happened.

The events were sudden, and it was a matter of saving a life. 

For the saint, there had been no other choice.

It was like the time we had to sleep together, clad only in our undergarments, for warmth. Unintentional, but necessary for survival.

The saint eventually seemed to calm herself. 

Her eyes returned to their neutral black, indicating her emotions were now under control.

“You said that the water spirit was actually a demon?”

“Judging by how desperately it craved mana, absolutely.”

“Why would a demon be on this island, especially at the bottom of that lake?”

“It’s most likely a newborn lower demon.”

Though the origins of demons remained a mystery, their growth process was somewhat understood through research.

“Lower demons feed on the mana of their surroundings or hosts to grow. When the time comes, they molt, undergoing rapid development. A demon that molts twice becomes an upper demon—cunning and dangerous.”

“So are upper demons a threat to mages?”

“Without a doubt. They’re like sweet poison, whispering irresistible temptations. Even the strongest wizards eventually succumb, which is why it’s best not to listen to them at all.”

“And yet, you almost died to one of these lower demons?”

“It was my first encounter with a demon. I wasn’t prepared to deal with it.”

“You’re a first-class mage.”

“Do you think the National Mage Certification is some outdated adventurer ranking system?”

“Still…”

“Elemental disadvantage.”

The saint chuckled softly at my excuse.

As we walked, making small talk, the tension from the lake incident gradually dissipated. 

We found berries in the bushes and filled our basket, peeled bark to uncover larvae, and collected them in another container.

But why weren’t we hunting animals?

“This forest feels strange. I don’t hear a single bird.”

The spear we brought for hunting squirrels ended up being used as a walking stick. 

Still, we discovered various useful plants—Feredi leaves, Sakiconil succulents—and gathered them to bring back.

Woo-woo-woo.

“Did you hear that?”

I immediately assumed a defensive stance. 

Though the sun hadn’t set, there was no telling what might lurk nearby. 

Monsters didn’t always wait for nightfall to appear.

The sound came from deep within the bushes. 

Narrowing my eyes, I spotted a faint white mist shaped like a person.


“It’s a spirit,” the saint said.

Wait, could I suddenly see ghosts now?

“It’s a soldier of the Holy Spirit Nation. He says he died in the Battle of Tatancour.” 

She sighed after a brief exchange with the spirit.

“Sorry. I can’t kill this man for you.”
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Not only the soldiers of the Magic Kingdom lost their lives in the war. 

Innocent youths of the Holy Kingdom were also dragged into a sudden war and bled on the battlefield.

Those who died above the seas of Tatankur were unknowingly drawn to an island. 

Their numbers reached at least several thousand.

The air of death grew so overwhelming that not even migratory birds would land there.

Thus, the place known as Ghost Island was born.

“—It’s the Saintess!”

“—Ah, the Goddess has not abandoned us!”

“—But why would she come to such a desolate place?”

On their way back, Tiria and the magician encountered the souls of the Holy Kingdom. 

Dozens of them had merged into one massive collective spirit, maintaining their pure white forms due to their faith in the Holy Spirit Church.

“Why have you not ascended but remained here?” Tiria asked.

“We cannot ascend by our own will. Some unknown power binds our souls,” one spirit replied.

“Our grievances are too heavy; we cannot move on!” another lamented.

“I was conscripted and died here, leaving my family to fend for themselves! My elderly mother and young siblings—what will become of them?” cried a third.

“Calm yourselves, my brothers,” Tiria consoled them.

“The Goddess will surely care for your remaining family.”

Her joined hands rose in prayer, and the anguished spirits briefly calmed.

Tiria’s divine power emanates warmth and comfort to the believers.

“May you all find a better place. May your next lives be filled with joy and glory,” she prayed earnestly.

Under ordinary circumstances, spirits of the Holy Kingdom would ascend after such a prayer.

However, something about the spirits bound to this island seemed amiss.

“It’s all because of the Magic Kingdom! If they hadn’t started this war…” one spirit began.

“Saintess, we beg you! Deliver the Goddess’s wrath upon the magicians!” pleaded another.

“Yes, I will,” Tiria assured them.

“But, Saintess, who is that man standing behind you?” one spirit asked.

Tiria’s lips tightened.

“Isn’t he wearing the uniform of a Magic Kingdom officer?”

“Could he be a magician?”

“Yes,”

Tiria admitted, “he is.”

The spirits murmured in unrest.

The soldiers demanded an explanation, but Tiria soothed them and shared the events that had transpired without omission.

“We’re merely cooperating temporarily to find a safe way off this island,” she explained.

“That’s absurd! What magician would assist the Saintess?”

“He must have ulterior motives! You mustn’t trust him!”

People see only what they wish to see and hear only what they want to hear. 

The same held true in death.

No matter how much Tiria tried to explain, the spirits refused to listen, their indignation only growing.

“Isn’t he a gemstone officer? Doesn’t that mean he’s responsible for creating the magical stones used in drones? I lost my life to one of the Magic Kingdom’s unmanned weapons!”

“How could anyone make such a cruel machine? He’s a monster wearing a human face!”

“Saintess, I died because of magic! It’s so unfair! Even if the island didn’t bind me, I couldn’t ascend!”

“You must move on, my brothers,” Tiria implored.

“The Goddess is calling you.”

“Then, at least kill that magician here and now! It’s our only request, Saintess. You must ensure your own safety!”

“If you wait, it’ll be too late when he betrays you! Please, Saintess, kill him!”

Tiria felt an odd sense of déjà vu.

She realized what it was.

The soldiers of the Magic Kingdom she met at dawn—they had also begged her to kill this man to avenge their grievances.

Ah…

She let out a small sigh.

“I’m sorry. I cannot kill this man,” she said softly.

“Saintess! Why not?” the spirits clamored.

“For survival,” she answered.

“This magician knows things I do not. While he is a military chaplain and doesn’t exercise summary execution, he is still useful to me.”

Her hand brushed the gun holstered at her waist.

It felt heavier than ever.

She had not yet shown it to the man. 

If she caught him off guard, she could easily kill him.

But what then?

This island was filled with ghosts.

Among them were the vengeful spirits of Magic Kingdom soldiers.

Ironically, the only one capable of calming those violent souls was not the Saintess but this man.

“Saintess, you’re making a grave mistake. Magicians are faithless demons…”

It was then that the magician acted.

He had been silently observing but now made his move.

“The magician is about to attack!”

“Protect the Saintess!”

“But we’re already dead! How do we protect her?”

“Saintess, get back!”

The man’s gaze swept over the spirits one by one.

His deep, ink-black eyes exuded an intimidating force that even the dead could not ignore.

It was the natural presence of a high-ranking magician.

Yet, contrary to his fearsome aura, he clasped his hands together and spoke in a calm voice, reciting a phrase in Ascalian:

“May your next life be filled with joy and glory.”

His accent was clumsy, but the prayer was unmistakable.

It was a requiem to comfort vengeful souls.

Both Tiria and the spirits froze, their words caught in their throats.

“How…?”

“What is this?”

“A magician praying with the Holy Spirit Church’s words?”

“Could he…? No, that’s impossible!”

Before they could sort through their confusion, the man continued speaking.

“I do not know who you were,” he said.

“What is he saying?”

“Don’t listen to him! It’s just more lies!”

“But I know you were innocent victims of this war,” he continued.

“I cannot represent the Magic Kingdom, but as an officer, I ask for your forgiveness. May you find peace and rest.”

The spirits, who had been clamoring moments ago, fell utterly silent.

Tiria stared at the magician, her thoughts a whirlwind.

How…

How could this be?

By now, I couldn’t help but grow suspicious of the enigmatic man who had suggested I try washing up here.

“Anyway, I was surprised. Who would have thought you’d be reciting prayers from the Holy Church? A magician. You continue to confuse me.”

“I’m not a magician; I’m a sorcerer.”

Not that sorcerers were particularly devout either.

The saintess gave a soft smile.

“Perhaps we’re in the same boat.”

“Now, isn’t that a revelation.”

Weren’t we already cooperating out of necessity, stranded on this deserted island?

In this wilderness, we were naturally bound to share a sense of camaraderie born of hardship.

By dusk, we returned to our shelter.

The fire had gone out, and the saintess summoned Valkyrie to interrogate her.

The usually stoic Valkyrie was trembling like a reed.

It didn’t seem like she was shaken because she had been reprimanded by her superior.

I approached from behind as the saintess scolded Valkyrie in a calm but pointed tone.

“That’s enough.”

“Ah! Please don’t sneak up on me like that!”

Strange.

I was sure I’d made my presence known.

Distracted by focusing on the saintess since morning, I had forgotten about Valkyrie’s trauma with fire.

I glanced at the extinguished campfire, blinking.

In hindsight, it wasn’t a serious issue.

“Managing the fire is a matter of survival. I naturally assumed you’d do it properly. Sigh… Rekindling it will take forever.”

“I’ll handle it.”

“How? With magic?”

“Technically, yes. I have a mana stone that works as flint.”

“Flint?”

“Here.”

“If you had that, you should’ve said so earlier!”

I powdered a mushroom I’d gathered from a decayed tree earlier and used it to catch the sparks.

In this wilderness, eating wild mushrooms was as good as suicide, so it was safer to use them as tinder.

After clearing the ashes, I broke some branches into smaller pieces and arranged them on top.

Gently blowing air onto the kindling, I steadily built up the flames. Soon, warmth began to spread.

“The wood isn’t completely dry. It’s not very efficient.”

“Still, it’s better than nothing.”

The saintess and I grilled fish, seasoned with herbs, caught by Valkyrie.

Meanwhile, Valkyrie was working on sharpening a wooden spear and a fishing rod a short distance away.

“I should’ve mentioned this earlier. I heard she lost her home and parents in a fire caused by magicians.”

“Ah… So that’s why she struggled with the fire today.”

“She can’t even get close to it. She seems especially traumatized by roaring or blazing flames. Let’s be understanding about today.”

I wondered how she managed to fight all this time. Battlefields were often consumed by fire.

How did she endure that?

“Perhaps anger outweighed fear,” I speculated.

“Thinking about it that way, even an enemy might seem pitiful. Ah, it’s done.”

The meal was simple but satisfying: two pieces of fish, some wild fruits, and freshly grilled vegetables.

By wilderness standards, this was a feast.

I served a portion in a stone dish and stood up.

“Here.”

Valkyrie turned her head.

“Stop just sharpening tools and eat. You need strength to do anything.”

“Please serve the commander first.”

“The commander? Forget that. The one who brought back the fish eats first.”

Meals here didn’t follow rank.

Whoever secured the meat was king.
Especially fish—when cooked properly, it posed little risk of poisoning or indigestion, and herbs easily masked its odor.

It was the best resource in the wild.

“Take it. My arm’s going to fall off. Or should I feed you like last time?”

After a brief hesitation, Valkyrie took the stone dish.

I watched her take a bite of the grilled fish before turning away.

“Hot, hot, hot!”

Oh, dear.

Why can’t she wait for it to cool?

By the time we finished eating, the sun had sunk about two-thirds below the horizon.

Sunset was fast approaching.

During the short downtime, I worked on map-making.

It wasn’t much, just sketching rough routes we’d explored, using magic to draw on a rock.

Once the map was more complete, I planned to gather resources and plan our next move.

Tonight, Valkyrie and I would stand watch first.

The saintess had exhausted her divine power early this morning and needed to recover.

Though I doubted her divine power could truly run out, she explained it wasn’t about power but stamina—she needed proper rest after using her strength.

With little else to do during our watch, I kept Valkyrie company.

“Uhm… good… night?”

“Yeah.”

Not much of a conversation, really.

Her pronunciation was clumsy—almost endearing.

She probably thought the same of me.

Most of our exchanges were physical, with gestures filling in the gaps. 

I’d point to something and ask, “What’s this?” and she’d give me the word for it.

“Moon? Sea? Tree? Sand?”

I quickly picked up the words after a few rounds of this.

“You? Me?”

We even covered pronouns.

It was slow, but passable. At least we could understand each other.


“You, me. And…”

I could guess what she wanted next.

“Us.”

“Us?”

“Yeah, us.”

“Us. Us. Us.”

“Good.”

Her pronunciation was flawless.

Repeating basic words like a toddler made me sigh. What was I even doing?


Maybe I should swallow my pride and ask the saintess to teach me Ascalian.

Just as I considered it—

“Like?”

My thoughts froze.

Damn it. She’s supposed to be the enemy, a Valkyrie, a sworn foe of my comrades.

“Magician. Like? What does it mean?”

After some deliberation, I organized my thoughts.

No need to rush. It’s okay to take things slow.



 
  Chapter 28: Altar of the Ghoul (1)


Just as I had expected from the previous island where we shared life and death with Valkyrie, this place, too, surely harbored monsters. 

Not ghosts, but physical, tangible creatures.

We couldn’t predict what kind of monster might emerge. 

It could be sea creatures like those we encountered before or werewolves from the forest. 

We maintained a rigorous night watch.

Our expectations were not misplaced.

“Wizard, over there.”

Following the direction Valkyrie indicated, I squinted my eyes. 

Something was beyond the thicket. 

Though it was dark and hard to see, the presence was undeniable.

Using a tree branch covered in sap as a torch, I illuminated the area ahead. 

A grayish figure emerged from the shadows.

What in the world…?

It wasn’t a ghost. It stood firmly on the ground. 

Like the sea monsters, it resembled a human in shape. 

No, it was human. 

Not living, but human nonetheless.

No skin, no muscle, no organs—just bones. 

Its eye sockets were void, an empty abyss in place of where its eyes should have been. 

It was an existence that defied the will of the heavens, continuing to “live” despite being reduced to mere bones.

“Are they… skeletons here?”

“Terribly grotesque ones, too.”

Skeleton monsters were infamous, featured in countless heroic tales and even children’s stories. 

The undead warriors of the Demon King’s army. 

Ancient people used to call them chokru.

I never imagined I’d see one with my own eyes.

Within moments, six or seven skeletons surrounded us. 

Clearly, they had no intention of letting us pass peacefully.

We readied ourselves for battle. 

Valkyrie infused her spear with divine energy while I drew on my magic to charge my mana stones.

Clatter.

The skeletons approached.

Valkyrie lunged at them, driving her spear into those in the front while I cast spells at the ones attempting to flank us.

It had been a month since Valkyrie and I started working as a team.

We had grown adept at complementing each other, and there were no missteps.

Together, we dispatched the monsters skillfully.

Though a few skeletons tried to reassemble themselves, it wasn’t an issue—we just shattered their bones completely.

“Wizard, look.”

Valkyrie nudged some bones aside with her foot and pointed to the ground.

“A stone.”

“Indeed, it is.”

Just like before with the sea creatures, a magic stone was embedded in their skulls.

It glowed a dark crimson, unlike anything I’d ever seen.

Even if I generously assumed the skeleton monsters had formed naturally, there was no reason for a stone to be lodged in their heads.

“So, this was controlling them…”

Upon closer inspection, I realized the stones served as conduits for some external force.

But this raised another question: Who?

No amount of pondering could provide the answer.

Research would be needed, including the mana stones we collected after defeating the sirens.

Sigh.

“Good work today.”

I extended my fist toward Valkyrie.

She blinked, then gave a small smile as our fists lightly bumped.

“You were a big help earlier. You’ve got good instincts, you know?”

If only she had been an ally from the start.

I could trust and rely on her so much more.

Lately, I’d found myself wishing for that.

But… no.

That was a foolish thought.

A month had passed, yet the memory of that day was still vivid.

The sight of Valkyrie burning my comrades with her holy spear—that was something I could never forget.

Even when I closed my eyes, the images haunted me.

Nearly every night, I dreamed of her.

In those dreams, she appeared as the enemy’s dragon knight, hunting me down.

And when I woke from those nightmares, I would find her, tired but standing guard to protect me.

This contradiction was maddening.

My mind understood, but my heart refused to accept it.

We were enemies forced into cooperation.

Once we returned to our respective factions, we would point our weapons at each other again.

But after fighting side by side, sharing hard-earned food, and struggling to survive together…the line between enemy and ally began to blur.

And so, it wasn’t the nightly monsters that scared me most.

It was Valkyrie’s occasional, fleeting smile.

“Good work. You should rest now.”

***

A month had passed since being stranded on this uninhabited island.

That meant it had also been a month since I started cooperating with the man who had once been my enemy.

One month.

A short time, yet somehow long.

But time had its own density.

Though the hours spent with him were few, their weight was undeniable.

The memory of that day remained vivid.

The day I lost my two closest friends, people I had grown up with since the orphanage, and fell into the freezing sea after being struck by the wizard’s attack.

It was all because of him. 

That’s why, when I encountered him again on this isolated island, I vowed to hold onto my anger.

And yet… it was confusing.

My mind knew we were enemies forced into cooperation. 

I knew that his kindness was calculated. 

And yet…

After fighting side by side, sharing food obtained through such hardship, and struggling to survive together… I feared I would forget he was the one who killed Daisy and Olivia.

And so, what scared Rachael more than the nightly monsters was the wizard’s occasional, unguarded demeanor.

***

How much time had passed?

About two weeks.

We had thoroughly explored the island.

We knew the types of monsters that lived here, how to fend off their attacks, and their weaknesses.

This island seemed to be inhabited only by undead monsters.

Though they couldn’t die, they could be neutralized by severing their limbs or crushing them. 

They were vulnerable to fire and sunlight.

Unlike the sea creatures, they were completely powerless at dawn.

It was a relief to know that daylight provided absolute safety.

But there was one problem…

The island was haunted by too many spirits.

***

The process itself was simple. 

Take palm leaves or tree bark, twist them into two strands to make a cord, then make two cords and cross them. 

Tie the intersection point with a third cord—that was one repetition.

This tedious process was repeated over and over.

It was simple, yes, but it was frustrating, and each cord varied in material and strength, which often led to trouble.

“Ha, sigh…”

“What’s wrong? Is it not working?”

“This part isn’t tying properly…”

“Let me see.”

The saint took the cord from me and tied the knot in less than a minute.

Wow.

I had been struggling with it for over ten minutes.

“I thought you were good at crafting. Turns out, you’re not perfect after all.”

“It’s because I’ve been doing it all by myself.”

“Is that an excuse?”

“It’s not an excuse. Look at this. My palms are completely ruined.”

Under the glow of the campfire, my hands were a mess, red and raw.

Dark horizontal lines marked the folds of my palms—evidence of endlessly twisting and knotting cords to make the net.

It stung, too.

“Oh my goodness.”

The saint gasped and covered her mouth.

“You worked until your hands ended up like this?”

“What else was I supposed to do? I suggested we divide the work. The Valkyrie hunts, you gather and heal… It’s only fair if I handle the water and tools, don’t you think?”

“Still, I could’ve helped you a little.”

The saint’s hands, which had been floating aimlessly in the air, suddenly moved. 

Before I could react, she grasped my blistered hands in hers.


Her eyes, illuminated by the campfire, flickered pink for a moment before returning to black.

“Um…”

“Stay still. I’ll heal you.”

The saint murmured a chant, her lips moving softly like cherries.

A gentle warmth radiated from her hands, accompanied by a soft glow. It wasn’t too hot, just warm enough to be soothing.

The stinging sensation in my hands gradually subsided.

“How is it?”

“Much better.”

The saint smiled faintly.

Her eyes, a mix of yellow and blue, held a blend of sadness and joy.

Even looking at her eyes, I couldn’t quite grasp what she was feeling.

I could only think of one thing.

Her smile was truly beautiful.

At dawn, I handed the completed net to the Valkyrie, who had just woken up.

Today, she and the saint were heading to the stream.

The two whispered to each other before turning to me.

“Lieutenant Brokenheart told me to pass on a message. She says you’ve done a good job and that you should rest for the morning.”

I replied with a smile.

The saint shrugged her shoulders and left with the Valkyrie.


But I couldn’t just rest.

I lifted my head and looked beyond the forest.

There was a small mountain in the distance.

It wasn’t too high; I could climb up and down within a day.

Today, I would scout the path to the mountain and craft a new spear for the Valkyrie.

That’s what I was thinking when it happened.

[“It’s been a while, friend.”]

The mysterious man appeared once again.



 
  Chapter 29: Altar of the Ghoul (2)


A man of unknown identity appeared.

Even the sound of his approach went unheard, as though he had been here all along.

“Has it been about two weeks? I came to check how you’ve been doing.”

The man’s appearance was the same as it had been two weeks ago—long, black, and shrouded in mystery.

His entire body was wrapped in black bandages, leaving no trace of skin visible.

Though his appearance remained suspicious, I didn’t let it show.

I responded to his greeting with a calm tone.

“What brings you here?”

“What else? I was just passing by and decided to stop in.”

The man plopped down on the sandy ground without any regard. 

For a while, we engaged in a mundane conversation. 

What had I been up to, how many tools had I made, and whether I had planned an escape route.

I gave him the most standard answers. 

Yet the man, seemingly restless, kept talking.

“You seem quite worn out. By the way, how did your trip to the stream go?”

“The lakeside, you mean?”

“Close enough. Anyway.”

“I nearly drowned, dragged down by a water ghost. Why didn’t you warn me in advance?”

“Water ghost?”

The man responded as if he genuinely had no idea what I was talking about.

“Where would a water ghost be in that lake? I’ve never encountered anything like that.”

“This island is crawling with monsters. Look at this! I caught this one at dawn today. It was just a skeleton, yet it moved and attacked me!”

“A skeletal creature isn’t surprising in the wild. I assumed you were vigilant enough to handle such things, so I didn’t bother mentioning it.”

The more we talked, the more suspicious he became.

Looking around the base, the man spoke again.

“It seems you have two more companions.”

“How do you know that?”

“I guessed from the number of dishes. You wouldn’t need three for yourself, would you?”

“I might have made three for myself.”

“As fellow magicians, we value efficiency, don’t we? There’s no reason to make three of the same thing unnecessarily.”

Suspicious. 

The more we talked, the more his words made me doubt him.

From the beginning, I’d suspected he might be a monster. 

After all, the siren was proof enough that such things existed. 

But I didn’t let it show.

With no Valkyrie or saint at our side, showing hostility would be dangerous. 

Even if they were here, engaging in a fight unnecessarily was unwise. 

Conservation of strength was essential for survival.

“So, what are your companions like?”

“Nothing much to say. They’re strangers to me.”

I cautiously shared bits about the Valkyrie and the saint, watching his reactions. 

I wanted to gauge how much he already knew about us.

“I see. So, you’re enemies forced to cooperate.”

Did he genuinely not know, or was he playing dumb?

The next words he spoke erased all doubt.

“Can you trust them?”

This was an attempt at sowing discord.

***

Tiria and Rachael headed to the stream to check their fish traps. 

The only catch was a single minnow.

“A complete waste,” Tiria sighed.

“These things happen. Let’s focus on fishing today,” Rachael replied with a shrug.

Carrying the net made by the magician, Rachael and Tiria waded into the lake. 

The risk of being dragged away by a water ghost loomed, but there were plenty of big fish to make the danger worthwhile.

The magician’s net was incredibly effective. 

All they had to do was lower it into the water and wait for the fish to swim over it before lifting it. 

It required less effort and saved a lot of time.

“Wow! We hit the jackpot today! Look at this!” Tiria exclaimed.

“…Commander?”

“Ahem.”

Tiria’s eyes turned pink with excitement, realizing her behavior had been too childish.

Having spent most of her life in a cathedral in the big city, fishing was a novel experience for her.

“Anyway, this should be enough to fill our stomachs.”

“Don’t forget to stockpile some. We don’t know how long it’ll take to reach the next island.”

Rachael skillfully placed the fish into the basket. 

Tiria attempted to do the same but kept dropping the slippery fish.

“Ah!”

Release.

“I-I’m sorry!”

In the wilderness, food was everything. 

It was an ironic scene—a lieutenant giving her commander a reproachful glance.

“It’s fine. We can always come back tomorrow.”

After fishing, they turned to gathering edible plants. 

While Rachael had lived in the countryside, she lacked knowledge in this area, so Tiria, with her background in herbalism, took the lead.

Land animals were nowhere to be found. 

Not even birds. 

The forest was eerily silent.

The unsettling quiet drove them to hurry, collecting wild greens and leaving the forest as quickly as possible.

The brisk pace made it quick; even though the sun was high in the sky, the coastline was already visible. 

Relieved, Tiria quickened her steps and moved ahead.

“Wizard, we’re he—!”

[“Do you trust them?”]

Tiria froze.


Rachael, who was following behind, couldn’t stop in time and bumped into Tiria’s back.

“Colonel? Why did you suddenly stop—”

“Shh.”

Sensing the tension, the two women quickly hid in the bushes.

It didn’t take long to understand the situation.

An unfamiliar man was talking to the magician. 

And they were speaking in Huiyan.

“Who is that man?”

“Maybe he’s the mysterious man the wizard mentioned before.”

“I sense a sinister aura.”

“A demon, or perhaps a monster. It’s likely one of the two. Unless…”

Tiria trailed off.

Surely, it couldn’t be them. 

While monsters were a possibility, she had been told countless times by the church that they had eradicated those beings entirely.

As someone who served the will of the divine, Tiria had studied Huiyan to distinguish between the words of God and the falsehoods of demons.

Because of this, she could clearly hear and understand the conversation between the Magocracy’s wizard and the enigmatic man.

[“It seems you’ve built enough trust.”]

[“Not yet.”]

[“You’re too cautious. If you trust them enough not to be murdered in your sleep, then you’ve built sufficient trust.”]

[“You call that trust?”]

[“Haha, my friend, didn’t I tell you before? Wizards must be cunning.”]

The mage did not respond, signaling the end of the conversation.

[“I’ll be on my way then. I’ll return again.”]

The sinister presence vanished instantly.

Tiria’s stiffened legs gave way.

Stumble.

She nearly fell, but Rachael caught her in time. 

Rachael asked what was wrong, if she was hurt, and what kind of conversation she overheard, but Tiria couldn’t answer.

Her head was spinning.

What… what did I just hear?

“Major.”

“Yes, Colonel.”

For now, she didn’t know.

Not yet.

“Tomorrow, we’ll go hunting again, just the two of us. We’ll leave the wizard behind.”

***

The enigmatic man was, at the very least, not an ally.

The moment he suggested abandoning the virtues of a wizard and a human, Erich knew as much.

Still, it wasn’t as if he could declare him an enemy on the spot.

He knew nothing about him.

He appeared and disappeared like a ghost, and if they fought recklessly and lost, it would only lead to a senseless death.

Even if he was a monster, if he had no intent to fight, it was best to let him go.

His goal was to escape, not to exterminate.

So he chose his words carefully, played along, and stayed silent.

His serious demeanor seemed to satisfy the man, who left without further incident.

Of course, he had no intention of betraying his enemies.

Betraying his enemies—how odd the phrase sounded.

Regardless, his reason for treating the Valkyrie and the saint with kindness was simple: to prepare for the day they were rescued by the Holy Spirit Kingdom.

This policy would not change under normal circumstances.

The final battle, where he had killed the Valkyrie’s comrades, was purely an act of self-defense.

It was the first time he had taken a life.

Murder… it wasn’t something he wanted to do ever again.

“Wizard. We’re back.”

Some time later, the Valkyrie and the saint returned, carrying an impressive haul of fish.

“It seems the net worked,” the Valkyrie remarked.

“…Yes,” the saint replied weakly, evidently exhausted from the effort.

Earlier that dawn, the saint had helped heal him.

Thanks to her, the pain in Erich’s hands, which would have lasted for days, was gone in less than half a day.


“I’ll cook on my own today. Ms. Carsten, please rest.”

“Ah, thank you.”

She must be truly tired.

After a late lunch, they decided to reinforce their sleeping area.

The looming clouds suggested heavy rain, so they gathered broad leaves to make the roof of the women’s sleeping area more secure.

As the day went on, the sun began to set.

At least, it seemed the day had passed without further incident.



 
  Chapter 30: Altar of the Ghoul (3)


A new morning dawned.

As soon as I woke up, I etched another line onto the rock. 

Today marked exactly thirty days since I arrived on this island.

Counting the time spent on the previous island, it’s been just over two months. Honestly, I’m tired of counting the days.

More than that, I’m sleepy. 

So sleepy I could collapse, but the sun is up, and there’s no room for laziness in this cursed wilderness. 

To shake off the drowsiness, I added something new to my daily routine—brushing my teeth.

I boiled seawater in a stone bowl to make crude salt and fashioned a brush from branches of the Remila tree. 

The primitive setup did its job, removing most debris. 

But was that enough to prevent cavities? 

Who knows? 

To be safe, I also used herbs: Chicapy and Spionos.

Chicapy, often called “tropical mugwort,” is known for its pleasant and strong aroma. 

Historically, it was the toothpaste of the common folk, and recent studies even confirm its antibacterial properties. 

Spionos, on the other hand, has a tangy scent and prevents acidity, playing a crucial role in stopping tooth decay.

I crushed Chicapy into a decoction for the first rinse, then did the same with Spionos for the second. 

The result? 

A sharp yet refreshing sensation that snapped me awake.

“Phew.”

All this was thanks to the saintess, an herbal medicine expert. 

Saintesses chosen by the Goddess of Healing often doubled as healers, though Carsten, this particular saintess, feared blood and avoided surgery, focusing instead on herbal studies. 

Her knowledge allowed us to live somewhat like humans even in this primitive environment.

***

Last night’s squall had put out the campfire despite my preparations. 

Cursing under my breath, I retrieved the firewood I had stored away and attempted to reignite the flame. 

But it refused to catch.

[“It’s likely due to moisture.”]

I placed the firewood on a sunny rock to dry. 

Starting a fire was easy with tools, but gathering enough dry wood was a daily battle. 

In this rainy climate, two to three hours of foraging were unavoidable.

***

“Magician,” Valkyrie called, waving a hand. 

The saintess stood beside her, looking pale. 

Her complexion had been off for the past two weeks. 

At first, I thought it was fatigue, but time proved otherwise. 

I had my suspicions.

“We’re off,” the saintess murmured weakly before they departed.

Their goals remained the same: collect fresh water, fish, herbs, fruits, and usable vines or dry wood. 

Progress felt impossible since our focus was survival, not development. 

Someday, if we found a suitable island, we might settle, build homes, and start farming. 

For now, water and salt were secured; the only tasks left were food and clearing the mist. 

Once prepared, I planned to climb the mountain, confirm the direction, and escape.

But there was another reason for the climb.

I examined the mana stones retrieved from defeated skeletons. 

The frequency of skeleton attacks had skyrocketed recently—from ten or so in a night to what felt like dozens. 

As a result, I had an abundance of mana stones, which sparked a thought: how could I use them?

That’s when I discovered something remarkable—the stones could replicate information. 

By injecting mana into one stone, other stones of the same type would resonate and store identical data. 

With this, I could create mana-powered devices like a communicator or a mana compass. 

The latter was essential.

According to the saintess, this island was surrounded by a mana barrier, with mana-points anchoring the barrier on each island. 

If I could accurately follow these points, I might reach the barrier’s “door.”

[“A clear idea. A mana compass would be highly useful in the long term.”]

I named the stones “Origin Stones,” symbolizing their ability to record elements.

[“Return.”]

Manipulating the mana within the stones, I reset their zero-point. 

Now they were blank slates, but that wasn’t enough. 

I needed to find this island’s “origin point.”

My gaze naturally shifted to the mountain.

Mana, unless constrained, tends to rise. 

The origin point was likely at the summit. 

A quick hike might lead to escape—or so I thought when an unfamiliar man appeared.

***

[“…You again.”]

[“Long time no see, friend.”]

[“We met two days ago.”]

[“Good friends feel distant even after a single day apart.”]

This man had shown up eight or nine times in the past two weeks, always when I was alone.

He’d chat idly, then steer the conversation toward escaping the island.

He, too, knew escape by conventional means was impossible.

A week ago, I’d gathered enough food to test a lifeboat, only to find myself back at the same island, shrouded in mist.

It was exactly as described in the siren’s journal.

[“There are many tormented souls here, crying at night and scaring away animals. That’s why this place is so desolate.”]

[“How do you know this?”]

[“I’ve lived here long enough.”]

[“Don’t you want to escape?”]

[“I thought you’d never ask.”]

For the first time, he pulled out something useful: a finely drawn map of the island and its surroundings.

[“I made this while exploring.”]

A genuine map?

Perhaps.

[“I initially wanted to escape too, but over time, I came to prefer life here. Call it simple living.”]

He handed over the map.

[“Take it if you need it.”]

[“Really? You’re sure?”]

[“I don’t go back on my word.”]

Curious about his true intentions, I decided to probe further.

[“The mist. Do you have any idea what causes it?”]

[“I do.”]

He replied instantly.

[“The spirits around this island—they are the source of the mist.”]

“Can you explain further?”

“Spirits. Aren’t both of them hazy? I focused on that fact and conducted research over and over. The conclusion was that they gathered to create some kind of ‘fog-bound confinement’ on this island. Although I couldn’t fully analyze it, using all my magical knowledge led to that conclusion.”

“……”

“Think about it. Spirits linger because they cannot move on due to resentment. They desperately seek beings with divine power to comfort them. They told me that if an altar for the dead is built and sincerity is poured into it, the chains binding this island might be broken.”

“Then, if a priest of the Holy Spirit Church offers prayers, would the spirits on the island all be set free?”

“I thought so too, but it seems that’s not the case.”

The man straightened his long fingers. His nails, untrimmed, ended in sharp points.

“The comfort they refer to actually means the offering of someone with divine power. Simply put… yes, they’re recruiting a devout believer to accompany them to heaven.”

“Hmm.”

“Do you understand?”

Swallowing hard, I took a moment to think.

The sound of rustling came from behind as the wind blew, shaking trees and bushes violently before calming again.

Having made my decision, I turned to the man.


“I understand.”

“If you want more information, come find me at that mountain. It’s an easy place to locate, even for someone like you.”

“Yes, thank you.”

“They’ll be here soon. I’ll take my leave now.”

The man stood up and added one last thing before departing.

“Oh, and remember—betrayal should always be timed just right.”

At those words, I nodded.

“Yes. I’ll do so.”

***

For the past two weeks, Tiria had deliberately spent more time with Rachael to observe whether the magician of the Magic Kingdom and the mysterious man continued their secretive meetings. Her suspicions were not far off the mark. The two men only met when Tiria and Rachael weren’t present. The mysterious man never appeared in front of the women directly.

The man wrapped in black bandages always took the lead in conversations, with the magician passively responding or asking questions. However, the content of their discussions was always unsettling.

“Can you trust the enemy?” “Now that trust has been built, isn’t it time to consider betrayal?”

Faced with such provocations, the magician neither argued nor answered. Why? Why?

Disturbed, Tiria started discussing the matter with Rachael. With a composed expression, Rachael responded.

“Colonel, just think of it simply.”

“Simply?”

“Our relationship with that man is purely contractual. The favors exchanged now are less reliable than a shack built on water. You know the saying—‘The affection you give may not return, but the affection you take will surely leave.’”

“If it’s certain that he has betrayed us, we’ll seize the right moment and corner him.”

In truth, Rachael didn’t find the idea of betrayal by the man entirely unwelcome. 

After all, he was the enemy who had killed her loved ones before her eyes. 

Perhaps it would be better if the lingering connection was severed entirely, turning their ambiguous ties into something decisive.

“Of course, we could use him as a bargaining chip when negotiating with the forces of the Magic Kingdom. But isn’t our immediate safety more important than anything else? We can’t coexist with a traitor.”

“You’re right. That makes sense.”

Rachael’s composure helped ease Tiria’s unease. 

When approached rationally, the answer was clear. 

And yet…

Why?

A part of her hoped the magician wasn’t thinking of betrayal. 

She wanted to believe he wasn’t as devious as he might seem. 

She wished that his past displays of humanity, those unexpected acts of kindness, were genuine.

Perhaps it would be better if he had lost his faith altogether.

Tiria, torn by these contradictory feelings, calmed herself with prayer. 

It was the only thing she could do.

***

That day, the two women returned earlier than usual. 

As expected, the man wrapped in black bandages sat across from the magician.

The magician spoke first.

“I understand.”

“If you want more information, come find me at that mountain. You’ll locate it easily enough.”

“Yes, thank you.”

“They’ll be here soon. I’ll take my leave now.”

“And remember—betrayal should always be timed just right.”

At the man’s final words, the magician nodded.

“Yes. I’ll do so.”

Tiria’s heart sank to the depths.

“Ah…”

Her eyes, tinged with deep violet, reflected her despair. Was her initial suspicion correct all along? 

If so, what did it mean that the magician had prayed for the souls and recited apologies to the spirits of the Holy Nation? 

Was it all… an act?

“Colonel, what did that magician just say?”

“He said he’d betray us…”


Rachael stood calmly, biting her lower lip as she retrieved the spear the magician had repaired for her.

Though she didn’t show it outwardly, she felt a heaviness in her chest as well.

As the two women wrestled with their frustration and anger, the magician took out a brilliantly glowing magic stone and began chanting.

“Lightning, strike down. Shatter the lies with the flame of truth.”

The spell pierced through the chest of the man in black bandages.
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It was enough time to gather information about the man.

Who he was, what his intentions were—these became somewhat clear through the conversation.

I was certain now.

This man had to be dealt with here and now.

If I was going to strike first, this was the perfect moment.

[Grrrraaah!]

So, I did.

The man, pierced by the stone shard, staggered.

[Cough! What… what is the meaning of this?]

[Have you ever heard this saying?]

[What saying?]

[If you’re going to betray someone, do it at the perfect moment.]

A ray of light followed, piercing the right side of the man’s head.

The searing sound was accompanied by a spray of fresh blood.

The acrid stench, like burning food, assaulted my nostrils.

Thud.

The bandages covering the man’s face unraveled, revealing a shriveled, bare visage beneath.

[…Urgh, damn it.]

Bloodshot eyes and a sunken nose—he looked like a monster.

The sunlight scorched his skin, turning it red and blistered. 

He groaned lowly. 

Before he could regain his senses, I shouted.

“Valkyrie! Help—!”

The next moment, a woman with golden eyes burst from the bushes. 

Her black hair flowed as she charged at the man.

Thud!

Her spear plunged into the man’s abdomen.

A single, heavy blow infused with divine power.

Dark purple liquid spewed from the withered man’s mouth.

“Fall back!”

The Valkyrie retreated, brushing against my shoulder as she moved beside me.

“Explain later.”

“Understood.”

We kept our eyes on the man.

He exhaled raggedly, blood dripping onto the ground.

[You… you dishonorable scum.]

Now unmasked, his hostility was laid bare.

[From the start, you planned this… how dare you.]

The ambush had succeeded. 

The man hadn’t anticipated an attack here, and his bewilderment was evident.

I wasn’t without my own shock.

He’s still alive?

The shard I used was no ordinary stone.

It was a fourth-tier mana-reactive material, known for its unparalleled sharpness.

A single hit should’ve been enough to tear him apart.

And yet, even with a chest wound, a third of his head gone, and a spear infused with divine power driven into his abdomen—he wasn’t dead.

[Damn, I’m just severely injured.]

Just severely injured?

“Click.”

I kept my expression neutral as I prepared for another attack.

[Heh heh… so, when did you figure it out?]

[From the beginning.]

[You’re more thorough than I expected.]

[Did you really think I wouldn’t notice you spying on us every day with your skeletons and phantoms?]

Throughout our conversation, I had kept my words to a minimum, letting him talk as much as possible. 

The more someone speaks, the more likely they are to slip up. 

Sure enough, he had revealed small but critical pieces of information.

Piecing together the clues, I realized he had been watching us all along.

[Sending people to the lake haunted by drowned spirits, and then pitting them against each other when they survived—do you think we’re fools?]

[Hmm? A wizard siding with Saintess beggars of the Holy Church? How odd. Do you trust them that much?]

[More than demons.]

The demon bared his white teeth in a grin.

[So, it seems I was the one who played. Fine, I’ll admit it. You got me this time, wizard. You’ve figured everything out.]

Not entirely.

Now, how do we escape this island?

[Indeed, unless you defeat me, you’ll never leave this place.]

Oh, thanks for telling me.

Now I knew everything I needed.

Although my mana reserves were nearly depleted, I had to push myself to take down the demon before me.

This was the best chance while he was wounded.

The demon smirked.

[I know my limits. Fighting recklessly in this state isn’t my style.]

A thick mist surrounded him.

I launched a shard of enchanted stone with the last of my mana, but the light bent, missing its target.

When the mist cleared, he was gone.

He escaped.

The ominous presence had completely vanished.

All that remained were tattered bandages and charred scraps of flesh.

My legs gave out.

“Damn.”

Mana exhaustion symptoms.

The assassination had failed.

I hadn’t expected him to survive two direct hits from the stone shard.

Not calculating for this outcome was my mistake.

“Mage!”

A familiar voice called out.

The Saintess approached, her multicolored eyes gleaming like opals.

“Explain. Now.”

It was time to tell her everything.

As the chaotic conversation unfolded, the pieces finally came together:

The black creature had been spying on us through its ghosts and skeletons, which was why we avoided communicating directly.

When it tried to sow discord, I had turned the tables.

In simpler terms…

“It was a trick within a trick?”

Tiria’s shoulders slumped.

“Why didn’t you give me a heads-up?”

“The essence of a counterintelligence tactic is to keep even your allies in the dark. It was something that would end quickly anyway, so I thought it best to show through action rather than words.”

Tiria felt a pang of dissatisfaction at the mage’s explanation.

Someone had been agonizing over this, yet here he was, casually brushing it off as though it were nothing.

“Here. It’s the mana stone we obtained from defeating the skeletal monster. It has properties for transmitting signals. This was the decisive evidence.”

“Fine. Do you have anything else to say?”

“Uh… sorry?”

“Good.”

Tiria, who had been glaring down at the mage with a murderous intensity, nodded.

The mage looked half-confused, as if wondering, ‘Why am I apologizing to her when we’re supposed to be enemies?’

“Do you even know how anxious I was, thinking you might betray us?”

“That would never happen.”

“People say mages are masters of deception and trickery.”

“I am a Sorcerer. If you take away my loyalty and my stones, I might as well be dead.”

“Do you want to die?”

“If it’s by the saintess’s hand, that would be an honor.”

“Ugh, you’re impossible.”

Though the man was the one suffering from mana exhaustion, Tiria felt like she was the one more drained.

Even so, once she collected herself, what remained was a sense of relief.

It was truly fortunate that the mage hadn’t betrayed them.

Why she felt so relieved, she wasn’t sure, but it didn’t matter.

She was simply glad.


As she tried to make sense of it, Tiria reasoned it was because, as Lieutenant Brokenheart had said, his crafting skills were exceptional.

‘It’s because he’s useful for survival.’

Yes, that’s it.

A nagging voice inside her asked if there wasn’t another reason, but Tiria ignored it.

“Anyway, we need to be well-prepared starting tonight.”

“For the night raids, right?”

“Since we’ve openly declared hostility against that demon, stronger monsters will come at us starting tonight. This is my responsibility. I’ll take the longest watch tonight.”

The mage staggered to his feet.

Even with his mana depleted, he seemed intent on overexerting himself.

For some reason, that annoyed Tiria.

‘I suffered so much anxiety because of him, and he thinks a simple apology is enough? This isn’t fair.’

“Hey.”

Tiria called out impulsively, hoping to catch him off guard.

Her intention was to see him flustered at least once.

“For the night raids… wouldn’t it be better if we, um, slept closer together? You know, in case something happens…”

“Sure.”

And so, it happened.

“W-what?”

Before she knew it, it was night.

The mage climbed into the lifeboat where Tiria was lying.

It was a historic moment—the first time in a month that a mage and a saintess shared a space after the Mage Nation had reclaimed its land from the Holy Spirit Kingdom.

“W-why are you lying there?”

“You suggested it first.”

The mage smirked shamelessly as he laid down, draping a palm leaf as a blanket and placing a small, star-shaped stone beside him.

Tiria’s eyes widened in disbelief.

“W-why are you facing me?”

“David prefers this side.”

“Who’s David?!”

“This little guy here.”

The mage gently covered the star-shaped stone with a leaf.

“Sleep tight, little one.”

“Have you lost your mind?”

“Shh. You’ll wake him.”

Tiria felt her blood pressure spike.

“You’re treating a rock like a child! Are you out of your mind? Or have you just been on this island too long and gone insane?”

[Waaah.]

“W-what was that sound?”

Goosebumps prickled her skin. 

She could have sworn she heard a faint cry right next to her, but the mage hadn’t even moved his lips.

“Good night.”

The mage fell asleep almost instantly, clearly exhausted.

Though Tiria knew she needed to sleep too, in case of a night raid, she found it impossible to close her eyes.

“Ugh, seriously!”

Her gaze fell on the stone.

The star-shaped mana stone had no jagged edges and was surprisingly smooth. 

Its craftsmanship was undeniably beautiful.

She touched its polished surface, feeling its soft texture.

‘Maybe I can see why he treasures it so much.’

[Oooooh.]

“Ah!”


Startled, Tiria quickly dropped the stone.

This wasn’t her imagination.

“Did… did the stone just talk?”

Her heart pounded in her chest.

“What the hell is he carrying around with him…?!”
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The nature of the night raids had changed.

Skeleton soldiers appeared rarely, if at all.

At most, there would be one or two at the start.

The main force of the assaults was now made up of withered creatures with sunken faces.

Despite their gaunt frames, they moved with alarming agility.

Primitive as they were, they communicated amongst themselves and formed formations.

The ability to organize meant that their combined strength far exceeded the sum of their individual powers.

In short, they were no longer a disorganized rabble.

Clack, clack, clack.

Ogres adorned with human skulls hanging from their waists formed rows and columns.

Then, in unison, they hurled femurs at their enemies.

Clang, clatter!

Rachael’s spear deflected every one of them.

With her spear in hand, Rachael pressed forward.

The mage and Tiria supported her. 

Swirls of magic and holy power disrupted the formation of the monsters.

The battle continued until dawn.

The ghouls, unable to withstand the sunlight creeping over the horizon, let out guttural, bubbling sounds as they melted away.

Only then did the trio have a moment to rest.

Rachael set down her spear and dusted off her hands.

“Good work, Colonel. You too, Mage.”

“Well done.”

A voice was missing.

Tiria had already collapsed inside the lifeboat, unconscious.

The mage and Rachael exchanged glances.

No words were needed.

They, too, climbed into the lifeboat and lay down.

“Uh, well.”

“Ahem.”

Lying face to face was awkward.

No, it wasn’t just awkward—it was uncomfortably warm.

Even though they had slept huddled together on the previous island, it had never felt this strange.

The mage murmured through half-closed eyes.

“Thanks.”

“Hm?”

“Thanks for helping when I called during the fight with that man earlier.”

Rachael had no idea what he was talking about.

Two months had passed since she ended up surviving with this man on a deserted island, and yet they still couldn’t communicate properly.

Beyond basic greetings or words necessary for combat, they understood little of each other.

It wasn’t just because Rachael was a taciturn person; the main reason was the presence of the saint, Tiria.

Since Tiria had joined them, Rachael had barely exchanged words with the mage.

Anything he said was summarized and conveyed by Tiria.

Now that Tiria was asleep, it was as if they had returned to a month ago.

She recalled the events of the day.

The mage had suddenly attacked an unknown man, leaving him gravely injured.

Before he even called out to her, Rachael had been prepared to step in.

It had been a split-second decision.

If it turned out that the mage and the man were colluding, she would simply shatter their plans by intervening.

If they were truly strangers, then she had no reason not to help the mage.

“I never trusted you from the start.”

That was why she had acted as she did.

“Even if you betray me now, it won’t matter much to me. The Colonel is here. The two of us can take turns standing guard. It’ll be tough, but not impossible to survive.”

“So, if you’re planning to stab me in the back, you might as well give up now.”

The mage tilted his head slightly before closing his eyes.

It seemed he wasn’t so much acknowledging her words as he was simply too sleepy to respond and drifted off.

It was uncomfortable.

Their sleeping arrangements, their meals—everything was uncomfortable.

Most of all, the lack of communication was the worst.

Though they were slowly learning bits of each other’s language, it wasn’t enough.

Should she ask the Colonel to teach her the mage’s tongue?

But every time she thought of it, she remembered that this man had killed her comrades.

The memory made her shake her head.

A new rescue team would arrive soon to search for the missing saint.

Perhaps even the holy engineers would be deployed to break through the barriers.

Yes, she just needed to endure until then.

Caught in her deepening thoughts, Rachael’s eyes slowly closed as well.

They slept for six full hours until noon.

[“Living the good life, Major.”]

When she woke to the cheeky voice of a subordinate, she found the Valkyrie and the saint clutching one of her arms each.

“What is this?”

No wonder she felt so warm. Didn’t these women feel hot?

She gently shook them awake.

The saint woke first, letting out a startled scream, followed shortly by the Valkyrie, who grabbed her spear and scanned the surroundings.

Their reactions were as different as their personalities.

“Hmph.”

That was all the Valkyrie said.

“Why was I holding your arm?”

“How should I know?”

The saint responded with half indignation.

“The sun’s high. Let’s eat first.”

Thanks to their nighttime nap, they had missed the entire morning’s schedule, but there was no helping it.

The monsters had given them no rest throughout the night.

Over lunch—freshwater fish and gathered fruits—they discussed their next move.

“We need to end this quickly.”

“Agreed.”

As officers, all three reached the same conclusion swiftly.

A prolonged campaign would be to their disadvantage, so they decided to eat heartily and then head to the mountain peak where the demon was said to reside.

Once they defeated the demon, the monster onslaught would likely subside, just as it had on the merfolk island.

“After taking a hit from the holy stone, it must be weakened.”

This might be their last chance.

I gathered all the magic stones I had prepared beforehand.

The saint replenished her divine power through morning prayers, and the Valkyrie hid the lifeboat in a safe spot beneath a rock.

Thus, we each packed our gear and headed toward the mountain.

The island wasn’t particularly large, so climbing the mountain was relatively easy.

Following the stream upward meant we didn’t need to worry about thirst.

The only issue, hunger, was solved by nibbling on the preserved fruits we had brought.

“What exactly is that monster?”

“From its appearance, it seemed like a ghoul. A creature that lures humans to its lair to devour them. I’m not sure what category it falls under—an ordinary monster, a demon, or perhaps an evolved form of a monster.”

“Are there any other possibilities?”

“Well… there’s one, but it’s so far-fetched it’s almost impossible.”

“What is it?”

“A demonkind.”

“You mean the direct subordinates of the Demon King?”

The saint nodded.

“The church claims they were exterminated centuries ago… but I don’t know. There’s something very strange about this island.”

“What does the scripture say about them?”

“Hmm, it’s hard to describe. Deception? They’re said to be masters of all kinds of cunning tricks. Since they’re directly connected to demons, they can use burnt offerings without any cost. Also…”

That’s when the mist began to roll in.

The sunlight disappeared abruptly, and leaves fell as if doused with defoliants.

The once-lush vegetation turned an ashen gray.

“This is…”

The mist was so dense that I couldn’t see a step ahead.

The Valkyrie, who had been walking in front, was nowhere to be seen.

“Valkyrie? Valkyrie!”

There was no response.

Sensing something was wrong, I tried to quicken my pace, but the saint grabbed my arm.

“Wizard, stay calm.”

“Oh… thank you.”

The idea that the Valkyrie, who responded within a second whenever called, couldn’t hear my voice didn’t make sense.

She must have been teleported somewhere.

“That ghoul must be behind this. It’s trying to separate us to hunt us one by one. This tactic is even recorded in the scriptures. We must move carefully.”

“Do we have a plan?”

“We must stay together like this and move forward. Let’s climb toward the top of the mountain while looking for Lieutenant Brokenheart. If that fails, we’ll have no choice but to defeat the ghoul. Stopping the mist may only be possible by taking it down.”

No sooner had the saint finished speaking than the howls of beasts echoed from all directions.

These were no ordinary mountain animals.

The presence of twisted creatures and corrupted spirits—like something out of a mythical abyss—grew nearer from unseen places.

The saint clung to my arm tightly and drew her baculus.

“Don’t leave my side. No matter what.”

***

Meanwhile, Rachael, who had been walking ahead, noticed the strangeness as soon as the mist settled in.

She turned back.

“Colonel? Wizard?”

The two people she had just been chatting with were gone.

She spun around and scanned the area, but nothing came into view.

Only after calling out for them several more times did Rachael realize the reality of the situation.

It was the monster’s doing.

“Damn it.”

Taking a deep breath, Rachael gripped her spear tightly.

It was a crude spear crafted by the wizard, far from the sacred spears used in modern combat.

Yet, its tip, made of enchanted stone, held unimaginable destructive power.

While enchanted stones usually carried mana, they could also hold Ekirel.

When Rachael infused her divine energy into it, the Ekirel transformed into Sefiron, making it similar to a sacred spear.

As expected of a first-class wizard, the efficiency of the enchanted stone was incredible.

When Rachael poured in ten units of divine power, all ten were unleashed.

“Come and get me.”

Rachael, charging the spear with divine energy, pressed forward.

Running just short of exhausting her stamina, she spotted a towering shadow over two yards tall beyond the mist.

[“ALTARM WIE RESSAL.”]


It was the same monster from yesterday.

[“NASHUR RLYEH N’GAL TITHARATH NARUZOH IGUL BON SARAMUN ZOMDAED ANHAM.”]


“What the hell is it saying?”

Colonel Carsten had said that taking down the man wrapped in black bandages would allow them to escape the island.

He was the island’s gatekeeper.

There was no other way.

[“ECHITTA.”]

Rachael charged toward the man.
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And then, she was defeated.

The monster’s magic struck from the blind spots within the mist. 

With limited visibility and only a spear as her weapon, Rachael was forced into close combat.

Deflecting or dodging projectiles was manageable, but the monster’s ranged attacks were formless and elusive.

Rachael tumbled across the grespite her efforts, the situation was overwhelmingly against her.

“Ugh!”, it was flung away by a blade of wind.

[“OMN UNHT.”]

The monster mumbled in a language unknown as it approached. 

She scrambled to retrieve her fallen weapon, but before her hand could reach it, the monster’s foot kicked the spear far away.

A monstrous hand grabbed her ebony hair, lifting her effortlessly. 

Bloodshot eyes met her golden ones. 

Those eyes—there was no mistaking it—were not human. 

Up close, maggots writhed around its sockets, and the stench of decay made Rachael wince.

[“GRA VLYTH. LYNAR KALTHUR.”]

“What… are you saying…?” 

She groaned.

[“VAR TU’KATH, GARN KHAL NA. KALMA ORTH LUN ZHARA.”]

The creature let out a derisive snort, as if mocking her. 

It seemed to question why she hadn’t fled despite the clearly overwhelming disadvantage.

Rachael’s mind raced. 

Was she truly no match for this monster?

No, not at all.

She had evaded its unseen magic several times and even closed the gap to within three yards—a distance that had made the monster retreat in alarm. 

If only she could get close enough, the divine power bestowed by the goddess would undoubtedly vanquish the vile mana within this creature.

But she had forgotten something crucial in her overconfidence.

“A mage,” she whispered.

Erich Rohnstein, the mage of the Magic kingdom.

“If he were here, you’d already be dead.”

The mage had always protected Rachael’s flank in battle. 

Whenever her blind spot was exposed, his well-timed spells would fill the gap. 

The two moved with uncanny synergy. 

Even without speaking, they seemed to understand each other’s intentions.

Thanks to him, Rachael, as the vanguard, had completed countless battles with barely a scratch.

“When the colonel and the mage arrive, you’re done for. Judging by your wounds from yesterday, you’re not fully healed yet. Today might just be your death—Ahhhh!”

The monster tightened its grip on her hair, cutting off her taunt.

[“DNA SYRATUL UNNA. VITH KRA. THI KA SARTUN.”]

Her strength drained completely, leaving her powerless. 

Even so, Rachael glared at the monster with defiance.

“I’ll… kill you…”

Even in defeat, she would not surrender. 

That was the way of a Valkyrie. 

Though she was being dragged away now, the moment an opening presented itself, she would retaliate and end this creature’s life.

Her vision blurred as her consciousness faded.

Colonel Karsten and the mage—her only hope now was to trust them.

***

The saintess and I ran desperately, side by side, with the monsters in relentless pursuit. 

They were more persistent than anticipated. 

Every time we managed to evade a few, another wave emerged to continue the chase.

We could fight them, but without the Valkyrie in the vanguard, it was too dangerous. 

Moreover, I had already used mana stones twice yesterday, leaving my magical reserves far from full. 

Wasting them on these underlings would jeopardize our ability to face their leader. 

Reuniting with the Valkyrie was the priority.

If my guess was correct, this mist was part of a maze, and most mazes had only one exit. 

That’s why we headed swiftly toward the mountain summit.

“Run faster!”

“You—wait! Your legs are—Ahhh!”

The saintess nearly stumbled. 

Despite her training as a soldier, the difference in height meant her strides couldn’t match mine.

At this rate, we’d only end up being chased by more monsters before reaching the summit. 

We had to shake them off completely.

As grueling as it was, there was no other choice.

“I’ll carry you.”

“What?”

“This isn’t the time for clumsy teamwork!”

Without waiting for her response, I scooped her up. 

Her eyes turned a bright shade of orange in shock.

For a moment, she looked flustered, but then she wrapped her arms around my neck, pressing close. 

With our balance now aligned, it was easier to move.

Carrying her was more exhausting than expected, but with the monsters closing in, there was no time to slow down.

***

After what felt like an eternity, we finally shook off the monsters. 

I set the saintess down, my lungs burning as I gasped for air. 

She handed me a canteen, her eyes now a soft pink.

“Are you alright?”

“No, I’m not. Why are you so heavy?”

“I am not! I’m quite slender!”

“Whatever. Let’s keep moving.”

The distant growls of monsters echoed around us again. 

We quickly took a sip of water and resumed our pace. 


Whenever danger seemed imminent, I hoisted her onto my back.

Carrying her this way was much easier, and I began to understand why her weight felt disproportionate. 

Something about her aura seemed to weigh heavily, even beyond her physical form.

After countless cycles of running and resting, the distant cries suddenly fell silent.

A chilling stillness filled the void, accompanied by a suffocating sense of unease.

Dark, oppressive, and eerily quiet—it felt as though we had crossed into a boundary.

I set the saintess down and caught my breath. 

The mist gradually thinned, revealing the summit just ahead. 

It was as if the ghouls beckoned us forward.

“Mage, look over there!”

The saintess, scanning the surroundings with her arms crossed, pointed at the ground. 

There lay a stone spear—the one I had crafted for the Valkyrie.

“Why is this here?”

The spear blade was warm. Inside the mana stone, it was filled with Ekirel.

The heat, generated by the neutralization reaction between mana and Sefiron, was gradually cooling down.

There was no doubt. A battle had taken place here.

The uneven patterns etched into the ground confirmed the suspicion.

Just before the fog descended, Valkyrie had been walking right in front of us.

Yet, it was only after some time that we stumbled upon this spear.

Perhaps that creature possessed magic capable of distorting space and time.

“Ah…”

The saintess’s eyes gleamed violet.

For someone of the Lumina race to display such an expression was a very bad omen—it either meant she was terrified or deeply uneasy.

“Let’s move quickly.”

We continued onward.

When we reached the summit, a wide-open terrain came into view.

The first thing that caught our eyes was a tree trunk, cut cleanly at the base.

Judging by the precision, it was clear that tools had been used.

It was the first sign of civilization we had discovered on this island.

Then, as we raised our gaze, the second sign appeared.

Stone pillars.

Not just one, but about a dozen or more, standing in a circular formation.

Within the ring of pillars stood a truncated pyramid-shaped stone altar.

A peculiar and intense magical energy emanated from it.

It looked like a shrine dedicated to worship or an altar for offering sacrifices.

“This must be it. Our destination.”

The saintess glanced around nervously before cautiously releasing her tightly folded arms.

Clearing her throat, she grabbed onto my cloak, replacing her former stance with this quiet gesture of dependence.

That was when the mana stone in my pocket began to resonate.

Vvvvmmm.

“…What is this?”

Curious, I pulled it out.

It was the mana stone we had acquired after defeating the siren on the last island.

I hadn’t figured out its use and had been carrying it without purpose…

Now I understood.

I invested all the remaining mana I had into the stone to activate it.

Greedily devouring my mana, the stone emitted a powerful pulse.

We cautiously advanced further.

From afar, we hadn’t noticed, but bones were scattered around the altar.

Human bones.

There were at least dozens, possibly hundreds.

And there, above the altar.

Valkyrie lay sprawled.

[“Ah, you came at the perfect time.”]

At the sound of the demon’s voice, I felt my senses sharpen.

[“I need to offer this one first. Sorry, but your turn comes next.”]

Ghouls die if they don’t consume humans.

Amalgam, who had once been a low-ranking soldier in the army led by a great figure in ancient times, shared this fate.

Once human, he had become a ghoul, cursed to devour humans to sustain his undead existence.

Not that it mattered much.

Even as a human, he had relished consuming others before becoming a monster.

However, his immortality was incomplete.

Like many demons, magical creatures, and dark beings, he was vulnerable to divine power—bestowed by the goddess worshipped by the Holy Spirit Church.

This divine energy could destroy his physical form.

For that reason, the spear wielded by the holy nation’s female soldier had been far more dangerous than the mage’s ambush.

[“I cannot forgive her.”]

He had almost died.

Though he had managed to escape back to his lair using teleportation, he had spent too much mana on healing and transporting himself, forcing him into rest.

But the mage’s party had not only survived the night—they had also stormed Amalgam’s refuge with energy to spare.

[“After the offering, I’ll devour your flesh and bones as well. The two of you will make an excellent feast.”]

There was no longer any need for pretense.

Amalgam began unraveling the bandages on his fingertips.

The sharp bones that protruded from his fingers gleamed menacingly.

The mage chuckled bitterly.

[“See? You should’ve shown your true self from the start. Why waste time being sly?”]

[“Haven’t I said before? For those who wield magic, deception, and cunning are virtues. Who roasts meat without tenderizing it first?”]

[“You…”]

[“Rise.]

The ground beneath the mage and the saintess surged upward.

Sharp metallic spikes erupted like budding sprouts.

The two dodged with lightning-fast reflexes, but it left them separated.

This was Amalgam’s trap.

[“Push them back.”]

[“Pierce through.”]

The mage and Amalgam chanted simultaneously.

Amalgam’s iron stakes and Erich’s sharp sapphire clashed in mid-air, sparks flying.


At the same time, Tiria drew her Baculus and began her invocation.

A halo appeared behind her. Amalgam’s eyes widened in alarm.

[“Damn it.”]

It was divine power—an unrelenting force.

[“You didn’t use any of it on your way here?”]

[“To take you down.”]

Erich was the one who answered.

Amalgam clicked his decayed tongue in frustration.

His plan to exhaust their strength beforehand had failed.

The real battle began now.



 
  Chapter 34: Altar of the Ghoul (7)


Ghoul: A Monstrous Cannibal

A ghoul is a type of cannibalistic demon, growing stronger the more humans it devours. 

Though not inherently a powerful species, consuming hundreds of humans brought about changes, even to their decayed and rotting bodies. 

Improved endurance, greater strength, an increase in mana, and the ability to wield more diverse magic were just a few examples.

The amalgam of a ghoul that had lived for 500 years was undoubtedly the strongest of its kind in existence.

“Come here,” Amalgam commanded, extending its hand. 

The pillars of the altar resonated in unison. 

These were mana stones, condensed from the remnants of human sacrifices. 

Each pillar stored mana, which Amalgam could draw upon at will.

Infused with power, Amalgam bared its teeth in a wicked grin.

“Earth, rise!”

Thorns erupted from the ground, widening the distance between Erich and Tiria. 

Erich, meanwhile, was rummaging through his pouch, retrieving various mana stones and rotating them in his hand. 

His right hand worked busily as he prepared his spells.

Amalgam had already assessed the disparity in their abilities.

It had an abundance of mana, while its opponent was lacking. 

The protective barrier around the altar’s pillars ensured that only Amalgam could use the stored mana, barring its adversary from tampering with them. 

To disable the barrier, one would have to unravel the complex magical formations within a short period—an impossible feat for a mere magician with such limited resources.

Everything was going as expected. 

The opposing magician could barely fend off Amalgam’s spells, teetering on the brink of collapse.

“Strike. Push forward. Blur the lines like the morning dew,” Amalgam chanted, releasing a series of consecutive incantations. 

Though these spells consumed considerable mana, the ghoul felt no signs of depletion. 

The power gained from devouring countless humans and offering their souls as sacrifices sustained it.

Then, Amalgam noticed movement on the other side of the altar. 

Tiria Carsten, a saint of the Holy Spirit Nation, had entered the altar’s space, her holy aura radiating as she sprinted forward.

“Major! Major, wake up!”

“…Ugh, Colonel?”

Had Amalgam been so focused on the magician that it neglected its blind spot?

No.

The saint charging toward the altar was not unnoticed. 

Amalgam had sensed her presence but pretended otherwise.

The altar held more than just mana-infused pillars. 

It was protected by a divine-breaking barrier, created long ago by a blessing. 

Inside the barrier, holy arts such as Sephiron were rendered ineffective. 

No matter how powerful one’s divine energy, holy magic was nullified within its confines.

Maintaining and repairing such a barrier required immense effort, but the results were always worthwhile. 

Every clergyman who entered this space had perished without exception.

“Can you move?”

“Yes. I’m sorry for being such a burden.”

“No time for apologies. Let’s get out of here.”

“I’ll lead the way. Wait… There’s a barrier here, Colonel! We can’t escape!”

Entering was one thing, but leaving was another matter entirely.

“Sacrifice.”

Amalgam’s voice resonated like a seed planting itself in the heavens. 

The sky, where the sun should have shone, was split by dark clouds. 

A single stream of mana descended through the breach, signaling that the preparations were complete.

A sacrifice to the one it served. 

Though far from sufficient, each offering was a step closer.

Each step made Amalgam stronger, inching closer to becoming the one who would ensure its master’s resurrection. 

When the era of darkness returned, it would leave this tedious wasteland behind to feast freely on human flesh.

“Two birds are caught. Now, what remains…”

Amalgam looked down at Erich, a confident smile spreading across its face.

“Two women trapped in the barrier, and your mana is nearly depleted. So, human magician, what will you do now? How will you overcome this crisis?”

“What will I do?” the magician replied—not from the front, but from behind.

“I’ll break it down, of course.”

The chant was in a demonic tongue, a language only those deeply attuned to magic could learn. 

Such words could not come from the lips of a follower of the Holy Spirit Church.

Then could it be?

Amalgam focused on the flow of mana particles. 

There was a minute disruption in the arrangement, evidence that someone had tampered with its mind.

“Illusion magic!”

“Correct.”

The magician restored the disrupted mana flow, revealing the true locations of those present. 

The saint was outside the barrier, while the magician had been within it all along.

“You deceived me!”

“Deception and pride—they’re virtues, aren’t they?”

Amalgam was not the only one caught off guard. 

Rachael, who thought she had been speaking to Tiria, stared in shock as the figure before her transformed into a man.

If the magician was inside the barrier, the situation changed dramatically.

Barriers were generally weaker on the inside than the outside. 

Though this one was particularly robust, if the magician managed to disable either the divine-breaking barrier or the mana-restricting barrier on the pillars, the tide of battle would shift.

And the magician…

“This archaic formation… What a joke.”

…disabled both in an instant.

It was a reflexive movement.

There was someone in danger right in front of her eyes, so she moved to save them. 

It didn’t matter what kind of relationship they had.

Or perhaps, it mattered more precisely because they were enemies. 

At the very least, deciding a mage’s fate shouldn’t fall into the hands of a mere ghoul.

“Don’t you dare lay a hand on him—!!”

Rachael leaped from the altar with all her strength, charging straight at the monster. 


There wasn’t even time to pick up her spear.

Skilled in close combat, Rachael deflected the ghoul’s hand blade and delivered a tightly clenched punch. 

Thwack! 

The ghoul’s jaw twisted. 

Without hesitation, she followed up with a holy-powered strike to its unhealed solar plexus.

Thunk, thwack!

The ghoul staggered precariously from the consecutive hits. 

Holy power seemed to be its bane.

But the ghoul wasn’t idle.

Having consumed countless clerics, the amalgam had pushed the limits of its resilience as a ghoul. 

It endured Rachael’s holy power and managed to shove her to the ground.

“Ugh!”

[“Annoying wench!”]

It was the end for both of them.

As the enraged amalgam aimed a deadly blow at Rachael’s forehead, a heavy impact sound echoed alongside a holy incantation.

[“Kuh-heok!”]

The amalgam’s head twisted again. 

While the physical impact wasn’t particularly strong, the holy energy within the strike hit like a tempest.

In that moment, it realized it had made a critical mistake—it had forgotten about the other opponent.

Tiria, who had been calculating the angle for a sneak attack from behind, struck the ghoul’s head with her baculus. 

The soul-shaking blow almost made the ghoul lose its senses, but it managed to hold on.

“Still standing after that…? You’ve got to be kidding me!”

The ghoul, now leaning back, swiped its arm wildly, grazing Tiria’s robes. 

Four long gashes appeared from her lower abdomen to just beneath her chest.

It was a chance.

Rachael quickly retrieved the spear that had fallen a short distance away. 

At the same time, Erich, who had been pinned under the ghoul, retrieved a mana stone from his pouch and began combining it.

From the front, overwhelming holy power radiated with soul-shattering intensity. 

From below, a devastating piercing spell was being prepared.

A series of images flashed before the ghoul’s eyes—it was as if its life was passing before it. 

Everything was going exactly as planned. Except for the unexpected presence of the Valkyrie.

When the ghoul aimed another deadly attack at the Valkyrie, I instinctively threw myself in the way and took the hit for her. 

Damn, it hurt like hell.

Still, as an improvised response, it was effective. 

The Valkyrie was our only true frontliner and a critical asset in battle. 

She couldn’t afford to be injured.

The saint seemed to share the sentiment, buying enough time for the Valkyrie to retrieve her spear. 

Unfortunately, she also sustained injuries in the process.

But the fight was drawing to a close.

I realized in this moment that the Siren’s cerebrum stone could amplify abilities. 

I used it as an experiment, and the results were successful. 

The ghoul mistook the saint and me for each other.

Of course, I knew illusion magic was forbidden. 

Even though it was cast indirectly via the mana stone and its strength was weak… a forbidden spell was still forbidden.

If it became known that I’d used forbidden magic, what kind of punishment would I face? 

Could I claim it was necessary for survival and earn some leniency?

There was no time to dwell on such thoughts. 

Back to reality, I completed the mana stone cluster’s charge.

Charging the mana itself was simple. 

The ghoul had stored mana in a reflective pillar nearby—a veritable vault of energy. 

The code to access it was easy to crack.

As a result, my mana reserves were overflowing. I could now fire the clustered mana stones at full power.

So, I did.

[“Lightning, descend in clusters. Shatter lies with the fire of truth, leaving only light in your wake.”]

The mana stones pierced the ghoul’s legs, traveling upward and bursting out of its head. 

Its body exploded in various places, scattering blood everywhere. 

I, lying beneath it, was drenched completely. 

Hastily, I got up.

Next, the Valkyrie plunged her spear into the ghoul’s regenerating throat. 

The saint followed suit, layering holy power upon holy power.

The sheer oversaturation of divine energy triggered the Sephiroth ignition reaction. 

White flames roared to life.

[“Kuaaaaaargh—!!”]

Even the most undying monster couldn’t withstand such an excess of holy power. 

The ghoul’s body began to disintegrate.

Finally, its body reduced to ashes, leaving behind only its soul. 

What a stubborn creature.

[“I… cannot die like this…”]

Would it have time to find a new body?

Ridiculous.

The saint’s baculus cleaved its soul in half.

[“As a servant of the demon lord, I only sought to serve His Majesty… Ah…”]

The ghoul’s last words were pathetic.

[“Five hundred years of work… undone…”]

The saint had said before that ghouls weren’t particularly strong monsters—they just resorted to clever tricks. With five centuries of effort, though… well…

At last, the enigmatic man who had tormented us for a month was gone. 

His dying words revealed much. 

This needed to be reported to the saint.

But before that—

“Ugh.”

“Argh.”

“Ow, ow…”

We all needed a break. 

All three of us were in terrible shape. 

I had a pierced wrist and abdomen, the saint bore deep slashes, and the Valkyrie just looked outright battered.

Thinking about it, the iron needles were probably the worst. 

If untreated, they could lead to tetanus.

“Come here, mage. You too, lieutenant.”

Fortunately, the saint’s holy healing power seemed to prevent infection. 

She tended to me and the Valkyrie first, then treated her own wounds.

“Lieutenant, as I’ve told you before, holy healing isn’t all-powerful. You need proper rest afterward.”

“And you, Major? Are your wounds really fine?”

“They’re fine. The thick robes prevented anything too deep.”

The two of them started talking again, just between themselves. 

I sighed.

“We’re out of water. Let’s pack up quickly and head down the mountain.”

There might be more clues on this island, but we couldn’t afford further searches. 

We needed to return to the base and rest. 


The sky was already painted in the colors of sunset.

Among the ghoul’s ashes, I retrieved a green mana stone. 

Supporting each other, the three of us slowly but steadily descended the mountain.

“…Mage, thanks for earlier.”

The Valkyrie whispered just one sentence, but I couldn’t quite grasp its meaning.



 
  Chapter 35: Second Escape (1)


All three of us were a complete mess.

Valkyrie was covered in bruises, the Saint had a long gash on her abdomen, and I—well, I could barely move my right arm and side.

“We’re all walking disasters.”

“The mage suffered the most. Without him, we would have been dead by now.”

“The Lieutenant is right. So be nice and help him properly.”

“Sorry, this is the best I can do. I’m out of strength.”

Both women flanked me, offering support. 

Or were they just leaning on me? 

I wasn’t sure anymore.

“…This counts as helping, right?”

“You’re heavy.”

“What did the mage just say?”

“He said you’re heavy. Lieutenant, don’t press too hard on his side.”

“If anything, it looks like the Colonel is the one struggling to keep upright.”

We swayed, stumbling down the mountain, barely keeping our footing. 

More than once, we nearly collapsed. 

None of us were in any shape to be walking.

The sun was setting. 

Though we had made it down the mountain, there was still a long way to go before we reached the coastline, where the lifeboat awaited.

“Ugh, I can’t see a thing.”

“Should we set up camp?”

“There’s no good spot. Wouldn’t it be better to pick up the pace? If we move faster, we might make it out of the forest before nightfall.”

In the dim light, Valkyrie nodded. 

She tapped my back and spoke with difficulty.

“Mage… l-light.”

I mustered what little mana I had left, managing to activate a single glowstone. 

I had brought it just in case. 

A wise choice.

“Wow, I can actually see now. You could’ve mentioned you had this, you know.”

“Cut him some slack. He barely had time to react back there.”

“Lieutenant, you’re strangely quick to defend him.”

“…I heard you whispering a sweet thank-you to the mage earlier.”

“That was just courtesy.”

The Saint chuckled, thoroughly amused. 

I felt oddly left out. 

If they were going to joke around, I wanted in too.

But it was fine.

[Lieutenant.]

I had David.

[Would you like to play word chain with me?]

“Sounds good. You start.”

[Foot…hill.]

Not happening.

God, I was tired.

[Just joking. I actually have something important to tell you.]

“What is it?”

[Back on the mountain, I sensed the presence of the Battalion Commander.]

Of course.

I was the Battalion Commander.

[Not you—the former one.]

I froze.

Valkyrie and the Saint, caught off guard by my sudden halt, turned to me.

“Why did you stop?”

“Did you twist something?”

“…No, it’s nothing.”

I forced myself to move again.

David had only sensed a presence. 

Nothing was confirmed.

But his words clung to my mind like a stubborn thorn.

The former Battalion Commander… 

It couldn’t be.

…No.

Like David said, it wasn’t certain yet.

First, I needed to recover. 

I could think about climbing that mountain again once I was back in full condition.

For now, the forest was quiet—too quiet. 

Maybe taking down the ghoul had scared off the other monsters. 

Either way, aside from the darkness, we encountered no further obstacles as we made our way out.

***

“We made it! Oh, how I missed this!”

The moment we reached the lifeboat, we collapsed inside without a second thought.

No one even bothered to set a watch.

“Ugh…”

“Haa…”

“Hiss…”

The moment the tension left our bodies, the pain doubled. 

The boat was filled with nothing but exhausted groans. 

It was like a makeshift emergency room.

The three of us—an enemy mage and two opposing soldiers.


All reduced to this state for the sake of slaying one ghoul.

If even one of us had been missing…

“This mage saved our lives. Without him, we would’ve been that monster’s next meal.”

Without Valkyrie, the Saint and I would have been devoured long ago.

Without the Saint, even if we had somehow killed the ghoul, we wouldn’t have been able to exorcise its spirit, which would have led to a prolonged battle—one we likely wouldn’t have survived.

In the end, we had needed each other.

I wasn’t the only one who realized it.

The way the two women looked at me now… 

It was different from before.

“Mage, how are you feeling?”

“Like death warmed over.”

We had marched for what felt like ten hours straight. 

That alone was exhausting. 

Add injuries on top of it, and…

“Get some rest. I’ve already used healing magic to stop the bleeding and prevent infection. Tomorrow, I’ll treat you properly.”

“Thank you. But… you’re finally calling me a mage now.”

“I’ve decided to acknowledge it. The world isn’t just filled with sorcerers—there are mages, too. I’ve been too narrow-minded in my beliefs. I should rethink my faith.”

Tiria Carsten’s eyes shone with sincerity.

She wasn’t just someone who blindly followed a faith imposed upon her. 

She was someone who shaped her beliefs with her own will.

And at that moment, her eyes, like the stars in the night sky, glowed with a warmth unlike any other.

The fact that the Saintess had changed the way she addressed me was a positive sign.

My gaze shifted toward the Valkyrie next. 

She lay to my right, her fingers lightly scratching at my arm.

“Why?”

“Are you okay?”

“You okay?”

She nodded.

“…Ugh, I don’t even know if I should be saying this to you. But… you got hurt badly because of me. I’m sorry…”

There was an unfamiliar emotion in her voice.

I let out a deep sigh.

“…I don’t get it. Whatever. My head’s not working right now. I’m too tired.”

Valkyrie closed her eyes after saying her piece. 

I tried to read into her tone and gestures, but at the very least, it wasn’t a negative sign.

Did I really gain her goodwill just because I took that attack in her place?

No way.

***

The Saintess was one thing, but my relationship with Valkyrie was far from simple.

We had killed each other’s comrades.

Even now, just thinking about that day in Tatankur made my blood boil. 

If I felt this way, how much worse must it be for her?

Valkyrie was far more rational and pragmatic than I had given her credit for. 

She probably knew I was only acting in my best interest by extending goodwill toward her.

Once we escaped this island, we’d go our separate ways again.

Or maybe… one of us would end up dead by the other’s hand.

I imagined the possibility.

If we were to meet again on the battlefield… would I be able to cast magic at her like I did that day?

“You’re too sentimental for your own good.”

I don’t know.

“A soldier shouldn’t form personal attachments on the battlefield. It may sound cruel, but that’s the reality. That’s the only way you’ll survive.”

Admiral Dietz’s words echoed in my mind.

Back then, I had taken them as an attempt to console me—telling me not to grieve too much for my fallen comrades.

But now… they felt more like a warning.

A warning not to show mercy to my enemies.

I wonder what happened to the Admiral.

After that battle started, I never saw him again. 

I didn’t know whether he was alive or dead.

“He was a good man.”

***

Sleep didn’t come easily.

Lost in thought, I stared at the ceiling of the cave, listening to the quiet breathing on either side of me.

The Saintess and Valkyrie had already fallen into deep slumber.

For a while, I kept watch, wary of any signs of monsters. 

But in the eerie stillness, I eventually lay down as well.

The ghouls were gone.

And with them, it seemed, so were the other creatures that had lurked in the shadows.

It had been two months since we were stranded.

The last battle took place in the height of summer, which meant it was now early autumn. 

Time moved fast. 

The air had grown slightly cooler compared to the first day.

“…Mmh, cold…”

Valkyrie muttered in her sleep, shifting closer.

Before I could react, she draped her arms and legs over me.

Oh, come on…

I sighed and shut my eyes.

Before long, sleep claimed me, and I began to dream.

***

In that dream, I was no longer a soldier.

I had a cunning, fox-like wife and an elf-like child.

And I was happy.

On the night we returned from slaying the ghoul, Rachael also dreamed.

As always, it was a nightmare.

A village ravaged by plague. 

Homes engulfed in flames.

Rachael, locked in a room, wept.

“Help! Somebody, please!”

No matter how much she screamed, the only response was the laughter of sorcerers.

“The offering is prepared.”

“With the flesh and blood of this village, we shall pave the way for His return.”

The flames crept closer.

Rachael gasped for breath.

No. 

Stay away. 

Don’t come near me—!

Then, a figure emerged through the fire.

Erich Rohnstein.

Without hesitation, he shattered the skulls of the sorcerers who had been laughing at her, then blasted the wall apart, clearing an escape route.

He reached out his hand.

Rachael took it.

***

A sense of weightlessness filled her as she was pulled from the nightmare.

When she opened her eyes, she saw a vast field of flowers in full bloom.

And then—reality came rushing back.

The musty air. The salty breeze.

She was still on the island.

“…Haa.”

Rachael wiped her face.

Her skin felt warm. 

Was she catching a fever again?

Whatever. 

That dream was half nonsense anyway.

She stretched her arms and took a deep breath.

By then, the sorcerer and Tiria were already awake, preparing breakfast.


The sorcerer noticed Rachael first and gave her a wave.

“Good morning.”

“…Yeah. Good morning.”

He smirked.

For some reason, that smile was starting to annoy her.



 
  Chapter 36: Second Escape (2)


The greatest killer in war is not bombs, machine guns, holy law, or magic. 

Influenza, trench foot, dysentery, the plague, tetanus. 

For every soldier killed in an air raid, ten more die in agony from fever and necrosis. 

Disease is the true enemy that soldiers must fight. I was no exception.

A fever burned through me, my body stiffening as waves of pain radiated from the wounds near my abdomen and wrist—where I had been struck by iron thorns. 

The sensation grew sharper with time, a searing heat that made it impossible to stay upright. 

In the end, I collapsed back down before I could even attempt to fight it.

“Mage?”

A Valkyrie placed a hand on my forehead, only to flinch in alarm. 

Without hesitation, she called for the Saint.

“Why is the mage like this all of a sudden?”

“Just a moment.”

“Could it be tetanus?”

“No, the incubation period is far too short for that. Besides, I already placed a blessing of resistance on the mage yesterday. There’s no way an infection could—”

The Saint’s eyes darkened, her irises reflecting the murky depths of troubled waters.

“It’s the mana.”

Mana. 

I had suspected as much.

Yesterday, I had recklessly overextended myself, unleashing more magic in a single burst than I ever had before. 

My body must have paid the price.

“Your immune system was already weakened from excessive magic use, making you more susceptible to illness. Judging by your fever, this will be a tough one.”

The Saint busied herself with preparations. 

She steeped herbs into a fragrant tea, the aroma filling the space with a soothing warmth.

“Drink this. It contains leaves with antibacterial properties and petals known to boost immunity. Chew them as well—it’ll help. Then, rest.”

I wasn’t in any position to refuse kindness. 

I nodded and took the tea.

For the next week, I did nothing but rest. 

Magic was entirely out of the question.

During that time, the Valkyrie took charge of hunting and fetching water, while the Saint gathered ingredients and prepared meals. 

They even managed the night watches between them, unfazed even as the number of roaming creatures dwindled significantly.

A thought crept into my mind.

“At this rate, the two of you might escape just fine without me.”

I meant it as a joke, something lighthearted to ease the tension. 

But the Saint’s face turned pale, her expression hardening.

“Don’t say things like that.”

“I was just joking.”

“Even as a joke, don’t say that. It drains my strength when I’m trying to take care of you. Honestly, after all the effort I’ve put in, you can’t even read the mood. Hmph. Are you an idiot?”

Her irises shifted, deepening to a violet hue.

For Lumina, iris color reveals their emotions. 

Fear, worry, and anxiety paint their eyes in shades of purple.

“Look at my eyes. Can you see my sincerity?”

“…Yes, well.”

“I never particularly liked being Lumina. It’s troublesome when people can read your every emotion. But in times like this, it’s convenient. If I weren’t Lumina, you’d probably think I wasn’t being serious.”

She leaned closer, voice dropping to a whisper.

“You have to live. Because of you, my faith is starting to waver. I need you to show me—what truly defines the path of a devout cleric, what sets a mage apart from a sorcerer. You need to take responsibility for that.”

“I’m sorry, but I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Stop saying weird things and just drink this!”

She shoved another cup of herbal tea toward me. 

The bitterness lingered on my tongue, but underneath, there was a faint, pleasant sweetness.

“How’s your condition?”

“Much better compared to last week.”

The Saint wasn’t the only one tending to me. 

The Valkyrie had gone so far as to feed me directly when I was too weak to lift a spoon. 

That had been mortifying—but at the time, I had no choice but to accept it.

“Speaking of which, Carsten.”

“Yes?”

“How are your injuries?”

“You don’t need to worry. I’m perfectly fine.”

She smiled faintly—but beneath her eyes, dark circles had formed. 

Sweat beaded on her brow, and her face was flushed.

Something felt off.

“Excuse me.”

I reached out, brushing her hair back to place a hand on her forehead and cheek.

Heat radiated from her skin. 

Her temperature was steadily rising.

She was burning up.

Her eyes widened in shock, her irises flickering into shades of orange as she smacked my hand away.

“W-what do you think you’re doing?!”

“Look, you have a fever.”

“How dare you—! That’s sacrilegious! The face of a Saint must never be touched by anyone except their spouse!”

“You’re coming down with something. You should rest before it worsens.”

“Hmph! As if I’d listen to an ill person’s advice.”

And exactly twelve hours later, the Saint collapsed.

It took us nearly three weeks to fully recover from our battle with the ghouls. 

What should have been a one-week setback stretched into nearly a month due to the poor conditions.

But in the end, we were finally back to full health.

“How’s your wrist and stomach?”

“You first. Have all your wounds healed?”

“…Why do you two keep leaving me out of the conversation?”


With all three of us back in good condition, it was time to focus on our true goal: escaping the island.

The first step was relocating our shelter. 

We moved the lifeboat inland to a flat clearing near the lake. 

Using thick branches, we built an A-frame over the boat and wove palm leaves tightly around it to form a sturdy roof.

“Shelter, complete.”

Next, food.

Since we had slain the ghouls, the island had begun to change. 

Birds had returned, their calls echoing through the forest once more.

“If I have to eat fish for another month, I might just throw up.”

“There might be a way to hunt birds. We should start looking.”

Even for a water elf, surviving on nothing but fish would be impossible. 

Surely, by now, the craving for meat must be unbearable.

“Mage, pay me for taking care of you.”

“Yes, yes.”

I quickly set up a trap. 

A classic bird-catching device made from lightweight stones, a basket, wooden sticks, and a few strands of thread.

But this one had a touch of automation.

After plucking some tree berries and placing them strategically, the trap was ready. 

Before long, a flock of birds chirped as they descended one by one onto the ground.

They hopped toward the bait, pecking at the berries under the basket. 

Their final supper.

The moment one bird finished eating and prepared to fly away—

Vrrrrrrrrm!

The lightweight stone vibrated, transmitting tension to the string. 

The wooden stick, tied to the string, collapsed naturally, causing the basket to topple and trap the birds inside.

“Got them!”

Without hesitation, I lit a fire, plucked the birds clean, and set them on the flames.

“Sorry. No hard feelings. But hunger’s a cruel master.”

“Oh, merciful goddess, thank you for providing us with nourishment today as well.”

Hearing the Valkyrie and the Saint praying, I clasped my hands together.

Out in the wild, even a skeptic finds themselves seeking the divine. 

Praying that tomorrow would be just as survivable.

Tearing into the roasted bird, I felt tears well up.

“Wow.”

Delicious.

“How long has it been since we’ve had meat?”

“I swear, after eating only fish for so long, just the smell makes my head hurt.”

“Humans need a balanced diet. Don’t you agree, Mage?”

After finishing our meal and resting for the night, we finally resumed our journey up the mountain.

Everything was just as we left it. 

The tree stumps, the sacrificial altar.

Even the skeletal remains of the fallen.

“This is terrible… These people… they weren’t even given proper burials.”

If it had been just a dozen or so bodies, we could have made proper gravestones, but time was against us. 

Instead, we hastily built a cairn and offered our prayers before continuing our search.

First, we used a mana-infused origin stone to record the area’s magical signatures. 

Upon embedding a pattern into one stone, it resonated with the others, confirming their function.

With that, our mana compass was complete.

[Commander.]

It was then that David whispered to me.

[The presence of the former battalion commander is growing stronger. I don’t think I was mistaken.]

“Are you sure? Where?”

[That way. No, not there—yes, where you’re looking now.]

As if possessed, my feet moved on their own.

“Mage? Where are you going all of a sudden?!”

“At least tell us first! Ugh, seriously, why is he like this again?”

It was a familiar yet unique form of mana.

Following its trace, I reached a small clearing behind the altar.

What lay before me was a stack of old parchment on a tree stump, ancient scrolls, candles, alchemical tools, and a few artifacts.

The Saint and Valkyrie, catching up breathlessly, gasped.

“I can’t believe there was a place like this behind the altar…”

“Come look at this. There are so many old documents here. All written in Huiyan script.”

“Can you read them, Commander?”

“I can understand when spoken, but I can’t read or write it. It’s a limitation of the Holy Spirit’s blessing. We’ll have to rely on the Mage to translate.”

I could hear the two whispering behind me, but at that moment, none of that mattered.

In the corner of the tree stump sat… something.

“A… stone?”

A perfect sphere.

A flawless, moon-like symmetry.

And then, it spoke to me.

[It has been a long time, Captain Rohnstein. No, my friend, Erich.]

The moment I recognized it, I could barely contain myself.


[With your level of magic, I’m sure you’ve already figured out who I am just by sensing my magical frequency. That’s right. I am Johannes Kalon, your predecessor. That day, I died… but not completely. I have much to tell you—wait, what are you doing?! W-wait…! No, don’t—!]

Acting on impulse, I picked up the stone and rolled it around in my hand.

It wasn’t artificially crafted.

One hundred percent natural.

Smooth to the touch.



 
  Chapter 37: Second Escape (3)


A few months ago, Johannes Kalon, my former battalion commander, was killed by the hands of a Valkyrie. 

Yet, for some reason, he now stood before me—transformed into stone.

“Hey, hey, hey! Stop rolling me around! I’m getting dizzy!”

The voice was unmistakably familiar.

Was I hallucinating? 

No, that couldn’t be. 

Just as every person has a unique fingerprint, mages possess distinct magical wavelengths—commonly referred to as mana traces. 

Any trained mage could recognize and differentiate these traces.

There was no doubt about it. 

This mana trace belonged to Battalion Commander Kalon.

“Is it really… truly you, Commander?”

“Yeah, it’s been a while.”

In truth, I had sensed this mana trace before—when I first met David. 

But I hadn’t realized it back then. 

After all, who would expect a person to turn into stone?

I almost envied him.

“What on earth happened to you?”

“I don’t know the details myself. It’s a long story… but before that, could you stop touching me already? Being stroked all over by another man is seriously uncomfortable.”

“Ah, my apologies.”

“Even in this form, I still consider myself human. I’d appreciate being treated accordingly.”

I examined the murmuring stone. 

From the outside, there was no way to tell what kind of rock it was. 

It had no signs of refinement, yet it was a perfect sphere—something no naturally occurring mineral should be able to form.

Unnatural, yet natural.

Fascinating. 

As a scholar, my curiosity surged.

Kalon had requested to be treated like a human. 

But looking at his form, that was easier said than done. 

No matter how you looked at it, he was nothing but a rock.

Would it be too much to check its streak color?

“…You were just thinking about scratching me with a streak plate, weren’t you?”

“Commander.”

“No. Don’t. That’s an order.”

“Commander—no, senior, you can’t honestly say you’re not curious yourself.”

The reason I could call him senior? 

Because we were, quite literally, senior and junior.

I first met Battalion Commander Kalon at Laron Academy. 

We were in the same department. 

When I was a freshman, he was in his final year, leading the geology club. 

That’s where our connection began.

Every week, our club members would roam the mountains and rivers, supposedly to collect research samples. 

Though, of course, there were ulterior motives.

Over time, we got to know each other well. 

And when I was assigned to the 8th Fleet, he became a pillar of support for me. 

At the very least, he never yelled at me. 

That alone was nice.

So, despite this being a reunion that should have been an emotional moment, all I could feel was a thirst for knowledge. 

Surely, Kalon would understand this insufferable curiosity of mine.

“Just a little scratch? Please?”

“Ugh—ah—no! Absolutely not!”

Maybe not.

“Look at me. My flawless body—no, my flawless stone body. Perfectly symmetrical. If you scratch it, it’ll ruin the aesthetic!”

“Hmm.”

“A true masterpiece of nature should be appreciated, not tampered with! Besides, I’m harder than any streak plate you’d find. Don’t waste your effort.”

“That’s… a logical argument.”

“Right?”

“But senior, you do know my personality, don’t you?”

“Huh?—GAHHH!”

I scratched him with the streak plate I had on hand.

Scrape, scrape, scrape.

No mark.

“IT HURTS! IT HURTS, YOU BASTARD! How dare you do this to your superior and senior!”

“My apologies. This is my first time testing a sentient stone… I’ll use a softer plate next time.”

“JUST DON’T DO IT AT ALL!”

A deep sigh echoed in my mind.

“Still… I must admit, I’m relieved. You seem like the Erich Ronstein I once knew at the academy. Before I died—just a few months ago—you had lost all expression.”

“What do you mean?”

“Even during wartime, you were too emotionally drained. I kept telling you to lighten up, but you never listened. All you did was manufacture more war-grade mana stones. You were always so tense, so obsessed with revenge.”

Memories surfaced. 

Sleepless nights spent researching.

I had done it all to avenge my fallen comrades. 

They had died unjustly. 

And the only thing I could do was create stronger mana stones—stones that could bring down as many enemy knights from the sky as possible.

“Back then, you weren’t even human anymore. Just another cog in the machine of war.”

“…Was I really that bad?”

“Judging by your current state, I’d say getting stranded on this island might’ve done you some good. So, tell me—does your improved complexion have anything to do with those ladies?”

It was only then that I noticed the presence behind me.

The Valkyrie and the Saint.

Both women were watching me with troubled expressions.


“This guy is definitely insane. He’s talking to a rock.”

“It happens several times a day. You get used to it.”

“He must’ve suffered too much stress from the war. Even though their country was the invader, I can’t help but feel a little sorry for him.”

“…Ah.”

What? What? Haven’t they ever seen someone talk to a rock before?

“Both of them are quite beautiful. But they seem to be from the enemy side. This is a rare situation indeed.”

I explained everything that had happened. As I spoke, the faces of the Valkyrie and the Saint grew darker.

“So that black-haired woman is the one who killed me, huh?”

“Aren’t you angry?”

“Hmm. Not really. More than anything, I just feel… hollow.”

Another voice agreed with him.

“So do I.”

It was David.

“…Is that you? Lieutenant Kanihi? What happened to you?”

“I don’t know. When I came to my senses, I had turned into a star-shaped stone. At first, I thought it was a dream and just stared blankly. Then somehow, Major Rohnstein picked me up.”

“So, Erich got promoted in the meantime. Is he the battalion commander now?”

“Yes. Major Rohnstein took over Major Kalon’s position.”

“I’m a lieutenant colonel now. Because I died.”

“Then call me a first lieutenant. I died, too.”

A sudden reunion unfolded—a gathering of the dead.

Dizzying. 

Unsettling.

I had always assumed that the comrades who had fallen at the hands of the Valkyrie would cry out for vengeance in unison. 

But reality was proving far different from my expectations.

At the same time, a question I had neglected to consider until now suddenly struck me.

Why did these two turn into stones instead of ghosts?

“Come to think of it, I once heard a stone talking when a mage was carrying it. It clearly said, ‘Waaah.’ What was its name again…? David, I think?”

A pause.

“…Colonel?”

“I swear it’s true! Don’t look at me like that! It really happened!”

There was no time to dwell on it. 

First, we needed to escape this island safely. 

The truth could wait until we were somewhere secure.

We scavenged through the mountains, uncovering a few ancient documents and a nautical map.

Having recorded the mana compass readings, there was nothing left to do but descend.

On the way down, David and former Major Kalon kept chattering nonstop. 

Though a bit noisy, at least there was no dead air. It was like listening to the radio while taking a stroll.

Then Kalon raised a question.

[“We’ve been talking so much, but it seems like those women can’t hear most of what we’re saying.”]

[“They can hear exclamations, though.”]

[“Really? Let’s test it.”]

Ooooooooo—

The two stones resonated.

Ahead of us, the Valkyrie and the Saint leapt into the air like startled cats. 

Within moments, they had sprinted a fair distance away.

“Wh-what was that sound?”

“These stones made it.”

“What are those things?”

“My former comrades.”

“Stop saying such nonsense.”

“I’m serious. I’m telling you, these are the spirits of my fallen comrades.”

The Saint’s eyes darkened into a deep, murky blue. 

The emotion she radiated was—pity.

[“She’s pitying you, Major.”]

[“Damn it, Erich, what the hell did you do? How badly must you have screwed up for a chaplain of the Holy Kingdom to look at you like that?”]

I let out a sigh. 

No matter how much I explained, the Valkyrie and the Saint wouldn’t believe me.

Sometimes, silence was the best option.

Back at the base, we began stockpiling water and rations. 

We also compared the maps we had obtained from the sirens and ghouls, selecting our next destination.

Choosing was easy.

“Northeast.”

A shard of the origin stone, tied to a leaf, floated on water—pointing in that direction. 

The place where the strongest mana reaction was detected.

In other words, the entrance to the barrier.

One week. 

Two weeks.

As winter deepened in Hazcael’s capital, our preparations were finally complete. 

We launched our lifeboats toward our next destination—an island shaped like a dumbbell.

***

The Southern Fleet of the Magic Kingdom.

Inside the personal chamber of Colonel Tetman Giffold, an officer of the Air Force.

Tetman let out a weary sigh. 

Lately, bad news had been piling up, demanding his attention from all directions.

“This is not good.”

He exhaled a puff of smoke from his cigar and muttered.

“So, has Major Adora arrived?”

“Yes, she’s waiting outside.”

“Let her in.”

His adjutant saluted and opened the door to the command room.

A moment later, a young woman in a black uniform entered.

The Sevenfold Order.

A uniform that only the Führer’s personal guard had the privilege of wearing.

The woman in the Sevenfold Order uniform gave a casual salute before shutting the door behind her.

As she turned her head, her short, ash-gray hair swayed slightly. 

Her gaze exuded both languidness and ease.

“Reporting to the Colonel. Yes.”

“Adora. You’ve grown a lot.”

“Yes, thanks to you.”

Tetman’s gaze drifted downward. 

Adora carried a silver sword at her waist.

“Did my adjutant not ask you to surrender your weapon?”

“I told him I was keeping it. Yes.”

“That idiot…”

“It should be fine. After all, it’s you and me, isn’t it?”

“In the military, professionalism is key. This is the armed forces. If you’ve reached the rank of general at your age, you should act with more discretion.”

“That’s why I carry it.”

Chew, chew.

Adora nonchalantly chewed her gum as she stepped closer.

“I am, after all, one of the guards protecting the Supreme Leader. You never know when spies or assassins might appear. I need to keep my sword.”

Her breath drew closer, nearly brushing Tetman’s ear.

Then—

FWOOOMP. 

POP.

A loud sound echoed through the command chamber.

“Isn’t that right… Father?”

“You brat! Who told you to blow bubblegum while on duty? Spit it out! Now!”

“This helps keep me entertained. Yes.”

“I said spit it out!”

Pouting, Adora reluctantly wrapped her gum in a tissue.

Tetman, regaining his composure, asked,


“So, what brings you here?”

“A classified order from High Command. We are to block the approach of the Holy Kingdom’s Divine Combat Engineers toward our ‘facility’ and crush them with full force. Yes.”

A sly grin spread across Adora’s face.

“I hear their unit consists entirely of beastfolk. This is the perfect opportunity to wipe out those filthy creatures once and for all.”





 
  Chapter 38: It’s not a dog, but it’s still there (1)


The conversation between Tetman and Adora continued.

Adora rarely spoke about personal matters. 

Most of the dialogue flowed as Tetman unburdened his thoughts.

“I have no idea where Dietz has gone, the Mage Corps is on the verge of dissolution…”

That was why Tetman could never quit smoking.

“I see. That must have been difficult for you.”

“Losing Battalion Commander Rohnstein was especially unfortunate. He was as respected within the unit as the admiral himself.”

“A battalion commander? At most, he was probably a major or a lieutenant colonel, right?”

“You little brat, we went to the same school, and you don’t even know Erich Rohnstein? He became a first-class mage years before you did!”

Adora closed her mouth.

“He was a fine-looking man—tall, handsome, intelligent, and had a good personality. You know what Admiral Dietz used to say to me? That one day, he wanted to introduce his daughter to him.”

“And?”

“I told him I’d snatch him up first.”

“Father.”

“Once the war is over, shouldn’t you start thinking about marriage too?”

Adora’s expression immediately twisted in displeasure.

“I’ve told you many times—I don’t have the time or luxury to meet men. If I had to name someone, I suppose it would be the Führer. My body and mind already belong to him.”

“Don’t joke like that. People might take it the wrong way.”

With that, their conversation came to an end.

Adora glanced at the quartz clock on the wall, bowed her head briefly in silent contemplation, then turned away.

“I might be back here soon.”

“For what?”

“That’s classified for now.”

“Classified, even from your own father?”

“Yes.”

She pressed her hand against her chest and let out a faint sigh.

“Are you feeling any better?”

“I can move around just fine. Another blessing from the Führer, no doubt. Well then, I’ll be going now.”

“Take care of yourself.”

Click.

After Adora left, Tetman let out a sigh as long as a flock of sheep.

A long time ago, Adora Gifford had suffered from an unknown heart disease.

She had once been declared terminal.

However, thanks to the secret arts of the Führer, who specialized in arcane medicine, she had recovered to the point where she could live normally, aside from occasional minor pain.

After the Führer took power, Adora became one of his most devoted followers. 

When war broke out, she ascended to the position of the youngest general in the Magic Kingdom’s history.

Seeing his daughter’s success made Tetman smile with pride, but deep down, he couldn’t shake his worries.

The bright and cheerful girl she once was seemed to have turned cold at some point.

She still displayed affection, but it felt… unnatural, as if it were merely an act.

“Haaah.”

Just as Tetman exhaled another puff of cigar smoke, his adjutant entered the room.

“General, she asked me to pass on a message.”

“What did she say?”

“A personal request—she urged you to ensure this mission succeeds, to avenge the humiliation of the Tatankur naval battle, push the frontlines forward, and uphold the Führer’s honor—”

“Get to the point.”

“…She asked you to restore the army’s dignity.”

“That’s it?”

Tetman stroked his beard and rose from his chair.

“Assemble the officers immediately.”

***

The Phoenix, a ship dispatched to investigate missing personnel and abnormal mana occurrences in the Tatankur waters, had capsized in a storm.

The Holy Kingdom’s command was in turmoil.

“The Saintess has perished?!”

“We are not certain yet! If there is land within the barrier, she could still be there!”

“But that would mean she’s in enemy territory—the Magic Kingdom. That would be disastrous.”

The Holy Kingdom had already detected suspicious movements from the Magic Kingdom, leveraging all their intelligence and reconnaissance capabilities.

More importantly, they knew the enemy was up to something inside the so-called ‘barrier.’

“No matter what, we must retrieve the Saintess.”

At the very least, they needed to recover her body. 

Otherwise, the foundation of the Holy Kingdom—its divine authority—would be shaken.

If that foundation crumbled, so would the people’s faith.

If the people lost faith, so would the soldiers.

And if the army wavered, they would ultimately lose the war.

“We provided her with so many guards…”

“Had we known, we wouldn’t have sent her at all.”

“We had no choice. Only the Saintess and the Pope can perform both purification and oceanic blessings at the same time… and we couldn’t send the Pope.”

“Given the circumstances, we must at least conduct a purification.”

The command decided to break the barrier and deploy their forces inside.

No matter what, they had to find the Saintess and the missing personnel.

And for that mission, they summoned a special group—an elite engineering unit blessed by the Goddess of Creation.

***

“Alright, boys! We’ve got work to do!”

The Divine Engineers were a unit directly under the Holy Kingdom’s High Command.

Unlike ordinary engineers, many of their members were beastkin.

Blessed by the Goddess, these beastkin performed feats impossible for ordinary humans.

With their animal instincts, they could construct fortifications in the blink of an eye, build bridges across impassable terrain, and dismantle the enemy’s magical structures with precision.

They were an elite force, rivaling even the Valkyries.

Riyo was one such member—a fox beastkin.

“Get up! Get up now!”


It was five in the morning.

A commanding officer barged into the barracks, bellowing orders.

A cat beastkin jumped up in shock, a dog beastkin groggily folded his blanket, while Riyo, the fox, lazily pulled the covers over her head.

“Hiiiiiiiih…” 

She whined.

“No lazing around! Move it! One! Two!”

She had short, violet hair and dark, nearly black eyes.

At a glance, she seemed ordinary—except for one detail.

Unlike most fox beastkin, Riyo had two tails.

“Grab your tools and get moving! Once we reach the barrier, we start immediately!”

Riyo was the last to respond, sluggishly grabbing her equipment—a pair of multipurpose axes, a toolset, and a sacred emblem designed for barrier dismantling.

“Everyone, gather on deck!”

The sky was clear, and there was no sign of the Magocracy’s fleet. 

After the Battle of Tatankur, this sea had been secured by the Holy Empire. 

There was no reason for enemies to appear.

“Huuaaa… heh… mmm…”

“Are you sleepy?”

“Maybe.”

“Lazy, aren’t you?”

The ship carrying Riyo approached the contested waters.

“Huh?”

A droplet of water landed on Riyo’s ear.

One drop. Then another.

What started as a light drizzle quickly turned into a torrential downpour.

“Why is it raining?”

“I was sure today would be sunny…”

“I’m feeling gloomy. I want to go inside.”

“Bark! Bark! Rain! Rain!”

The officers struggled to control the full-blooded beastmen, who had strong wild instincts. 

In contrast, Riyo—only a partial beastman—could suppress such urges as long as they covered their ears and tail.

“Yawn.”

Of course, being sleepy was another matter entirely.

Riyo was just thinking about finishing up quickly and heading back to enjoy a cherry pie when—

“Enemy attack!”

Riyo’s eyes snapped open wide.

From the southeast, a fleet of Magocracy airships appeared.

Hundreds of unmanned suicide drones carrying white phosphorus and blue tungsten stones swarmed through the storm, undeterred by the violent winds.

“Where the hell did they come from?!”

“They appeared out of nowhere! They didn’t even show up on radar!”

“Could they have emerged from a rift? Damn you, Magocracy…!”

An unexpected battle.

The Holy Empire had anticipated this possibility, so they had attached an escort fleet to support the sacred engineering corps.

However, after prolonged naval battles, the Holy Empire’s fleet had been stretched thin. 

Most of the main forces were still holding the front lines against the enemy.

They were outnumbered.

The storm made anti-aircraft fire useless.

And now, a relentless swarm of deadly mechanical wasps filled the skies.

“Delay the barrier release! Fall back! Retreat!”

The officers screamed at the top of their lungs, but the situation had already spiraled out of control.

Before Riyo realized it, they were sinking into the sea.

“…Huh?”

Why was the ship they were on going under?

[Run.]

There was no time to think about anything else.

Beastman or not, the instinct to survive was undeniable.

Riyo swam desperately, trying to escape the chaos of the battlefield.

***

The enemy female soldiers and I were trying to escape on a lifeboat when we encountered a new problem.

A squall.

A violent storm had struck without warning, rendering our oars useless.

Faced with the fury of nature, all we could do was cling to each other and pray that the boat wouldn’t capsize.

“Hold on tight!”

“Start bailing out the water—quickly!”

“O holy Lord… grant us the strength to endure this tria—”

“Less praying, more scooping!”

I had no idea how much time passed.

The rain stopped, the mist cleared, and the sun returned.

We let out a collective sigh of relief. 

If the storm had lasted any longer, all three of us would have ended up as fish food.

“Drenched to the bone.”

“The firewood’s all wet, too.”

“We need to make a fire as soon as we land. Mage, is that the island?”

The Saint pointed toward an island in the distance.

Originally, we had been headed for a pair of twin islands shaped like a dumbbell.

But this place…

“We’ve gone off course.”

The storm had carried us somewhere entirely different. 

Sure enough, the guiding stone confirmed that we were far from our intended destination.

“We don’t have a choice. Let’s rest here for now, gather ourselves, and then set off again.”

The Saint’s words made me and the Valkyrie nod in agreement.

The moment we landed—

We stripped.

It was inevitable.

Our clothes were completely soaked.

“A-ah… three times… I’ve been naked in front of the mage three times now… I’m doomed. I’ll never get married!”

“Three times…? Commander?”

“Ack.”

Even our underwear had to be dried, leaving us completely exposed.

I quickly set up a bonfire and laid out our clothes nearby.

Fortunately, we found plenty of dry branches on the island.

Next, I wove some large leaves into makeshift skirts using vines.

We needed three of them.

“Phew… a little better now. And don’t look this way!”

“Forget that—let’s focus on what we need to do next.”

This island didn’t seem too bad.

The terrain was manageable.

There were animal sounds—evidence of wildlife.

There was a forest, but not dense enough to be called a jungle.

Maybe this was a blessing in disguise?

Just as I had that thought—

Splash. 

Splash. 

Splash.

“…?”


The female soldiers and I turned our heads at the same time.

A large, purple-colored figure was swimming toward us with a frantic dog paddle.

“Huff, huff! Locals! Help! Help!”

“…A beastman?”

What the hell was this?
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The first to take action was Valkyrie.

Without hesitation, she grabbed the rope from the lifeboat and threw it into the sea. 

A beastman in the water bit down on the rope with urgency, nodding frantically. 

Together with the Saintess, I pulled on the rope with all our strength, and at last, the beastman was rescued.

A deep, wet shake sent water flying in all directions as the beastman stepped onto land.

[“How rude.”]

[“That’s just how beasts are.”]

A woman stood nearby, her short purple hair glistening under the light. 

Her eyes, a deep, almost-black shade of violet, observed the scene with quiet amusement. 

Two tails swayed gently in opposite directions, and atop her head, a pair of beastly ears, lined with pure white inner fur, twitched attentively.

Her face was—objectively—beautiful.

But those ears and tails triggered an instinctual sense of unease.

“Whoa! Hello!”

The beastman greeted us with a bright smile. 

Now that I looked closer, she wore a uniform with an emblem from the Holy Kingdom. 

It was some kind of military attire, though it seemed more like work clothes than a combat uniform.

“I almost died back there! Whew… um, so, are you all natives? Thank you for saving me? I don’t even know if you understand Ri—gh…”

“We’re not natives,” Valkyrie interrupted flatly.

“Huh?”

The Saintess and Valkyrie began explaining something to the beastman, who blinked rapidly as her confusion deepened.

“Wait a second… The Saintess and the Black Cat are alive?! That’s amazing! Now we just have to make it back, and everything will be perfect! But… who’s that guy?”

“He’s a mage officer from the Magocracy,” the Saintess explained. 

“It’s a long story…”

As soon as she mentioned me, the beastman’s sharp gaze snapped in my direction.

[“Whoa.”]

[“He looks dangerous.”]

Not exactly the warmest reception.

Yeah, this wasn’t going to be easy.

A low growl rumbled from her throat.

***

The three of us—two humans and one beast—sat around a campfire, drying off. 

Valkyrie sat a bit farther away from us.

“It’s a bit chilly…”

The temperature on this island was noticeably lower than the others.

If this kept up, Valkyrie might catch another cold. 

And if one of us got sick, we’d all suffer.

Taking a magic stone obtained from a captured merfolk, I transmuted it into a heatstone and approached Valkyrie.

“Here, hold onto this.”

“…Oh?”

She hesitated before taking it cautiously.

Three months.

That’s how long we had been forced to rely on each other to survive.

Even though we had once been enemies—having slain each other’s comrades—some level of trust had formed. 

At the very least, we no longer suspected every single action of each other. It was just too exhausting to keep up that level of paranoia.

As she held the heatstone, Valkyrie’s lips curled into a small smile.

That smile.

That was the problem.

She wasn’t the type to smile often, but every now and then, when she received an act of kindness, she’d let that small, unconscious grin slip out.

Every time she did, my lingering hostility threatened to crumble.

It made me want to call her cute.

It made me want to take care of her.

It made me wonder how I could see that smile every day.

[“Hey, rookie.”]

[“Senior?”]

I snapped out of my thoughts at the sound of Kalon and David’s voices echoing in my mind.

Stay calm. 

Get a grip.

I can’t afford to be too nice to this woman.

I’d use her as much as necessary to escape.

And once we got back, we’d go our separate ways—forever.

It was just survival. 

Nothing more.

That’s what I told myself.

Then—

“…Thanks.”

Valkyrie muttered in her clumsy attempt at the Magocracy’s language.

“Mage… good. This.”

I let out a slow breath.

“Ha.”

“Don’t get the wrong idea,” she added quickly. 

“I just don’t like feeling indebted. When we return—if we return—we’ll be enemies again.”

Without another word, I turned back toward the fire. If I stayed near her any longer, I’d start forgetting where we stood.

The warmth of the fire was a welcome distraction.

The Saintess sat across from me, and the beastman next to her.

The Saintess and I had settled into a neutral, distant but functional relationship—exactly where I wanted it to be. Once we left this place, we’d never have to see each other again.

The beastman, however…

She was a different story.

“Grgh…”

She was a second away from growling outright.

It was the same level of hostility Valkyrie had displayed when we first met.

I didn’t know the full details, but it wasn’t hard to guess.

She hated mages.

And if history was anything to go by, she had good reason.

***

[“Beastmen were often used as experimental subjects in the past.”]

[“I’ve never heard of that.”]

[“It’s a dark part of history. Even the Magocracy tries to bury it. Just a hundred years ago, beastmen weren’t even considered people. They were bought and sold as test animals.”]

[“That’s awful.”]


[“Yeah. And the only reason that changed was because of the rise of ‘human rights.’ Before that, things were much, much worse.”]

The two-tailed beastman glared at me.

Even without words, I could read her expression clearly.


To her, I was just another mage—just another representative of the people who had treated her kind as nothing more than tools.

I knew two things about beastmen:

One, they had a tragic history.

And two—

Now, they had more money and power than most nations could dream of.
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The Saint had provided information about the beastkin.

Name: Riyo. No surname.

Affiliation: The Holy Engineering Corps.

Rank: Sergeant.

A combat engineer in the truest sense—except this one was elite.

“Only those blessed by the Goddess of Craft can enter the Holy Engineering Corps, right?”

“Yeah, and I’ve heard the beastkin make up a large portion of them.”

There was an old saying:

“Beastkin excel at crafting, and crafting belongs to the beastkin.”

“And a fox beastkin, no less. Their dexterity must be incredible.”

Foxes were not only highly intelligent but also possessed exceptional eyesight and hearing.

Their eyes could detect the slightest defects in textiles, and their ears could distinguish the carbon content in metal just by listening to the hammering.

This fox was likely no exception.

Knowing how to craft things was a crucial survival skill in the wild.

Despite my reservations about beastkin, their animal instincts would certainly prove useful.

At the very least, I should put aside my prejudices and treat her fairly.

“Look at this.”

The engineer pulled out a small toolbox and showed it to me.

“Do you even realize how hard it was to swim with this thing strapped to me?”

Inside were a variety of tools—screwdrivers, wrenches, compasses, small calipers. 

All incredibly useful.

“That looks heavy.”

“And yet she managed to swim while carrying it.”

“She must really value her tools. Some beastkin even treat them as sacred idols.”

“Idol worship, huh? Does the Holy Church allow that?”

“Totemism is part of beastkin culture. As long as it’s not excessive, the Church tends to turn a blind eye.”

But that wasn’t the only thing the fox engineer carried.

An axe.

Two, actually.

They weren’t large battle axes—just small hand axes, the kind you’d use to chop down a sapling.

She approached me with light, bouncing steps and jabbed the handle of one axe into my side.

“If you try anything funny with Lady Saint or the Black Cat, I’ll split you in two with this. Got it?”

As expected, her tone was openly hostile.

Just because her rank was low didn’t mean I could afford to let my guard down. 

Right now, she wore the mask of civilization, but at any moment, her wild instincts could take over.

I needed to be cautious when alone with her.

“Behave yourself.”

I should behave myself.

***

“AAAAARGH!”

Pain shot through my arm—searing, like fire.

“HOW DARE YOU! HOW DARE YOU STEP ON MY TAIL?!”

The engineer was fuming.

Here’s what had happened.

We had been scouting when we encountered a narrow forest path, just wide enough for one person at a time. 

The engineer, wielding her axes, took the lead.

I followed right behind her.

But her tail was so long that I accidentally stepped on it.

The result? 

A bite to my left shoulder.

It hurt so much my vision blurred.

“You little—!”

“I am not a dog! I’m a fox!”

What kind of responses had the Saint been teaching her? 

Was she using some kind of pre-programmed dialogue?

“You dare step on a fox’s most precious tail?! Do you think you’re my husband or something? Don’t touch it so carelessly!”

“It’s not like I did it on purpose!”

I slowly loosened my grip on my injured shoulder.

A thin trickle of blood seeped through my fingers.

“Damn. She bit hard.”

“Hope you don’t get rabies.”

“Don’t jinx it.”

The engineer tightened her grip on her axe, standing in a wary stance.

Ah, hell. 

How was I supposed to talk my way out of this? 

Unlike the Saint, this one wasn’t exactly rational.

But before our confrontation could escalate—

RUMBLE.

The ground trembled.

The tree behind the beastkin began to move.

“…Huh?”

Something was wrong.

Its trunk had a mouth and a nose. 

Its branches looked like twisted human limbs. 

It was nothing like the other trees.

A monster.

A tree demon, lying in ambush, suddenly lashed out with vine-like tendrils.

“Whoa!”

The engineer barely dodged in time. 

Despite the surprise attack, her animal instincts kicked in, making her move much faster than I could.

“First fishmen, then ghosts, now a tree?”

I did what I always did—I pulled out my enchanted blue stones.

Shooting forward with a sharp whistling sound, the stones struck the creature—one hitting its trunk, another its branches. 

Both direct hits.

But it wasn’t enough.

The blue stones were designed for piercing attacks. 

They worked well against animals’ weak points but were ineffective against plants. 

This thing wouldn’t go down that easily.

CRACK!

The monster swung another vine like a whip. 

The sound of it slicing through the air sent chills down my spine.

“Eeeeeek! What the hell? Why is a pile of wood attacking us?!”


As I dodged the incoming vines, I thought fast.

Piercing weapons were useless.

I didn’t know its weak points.

Setting it on fire was an option, but if the forest burned, we’d be trapped.

That left only one choice.

Disable its attack capabilities and cut it down from the base.

“Hey, beastkin!”

The engineer’s ears twitched.

“AXE!”

“What?”

“Give me an axe! NOW!”

Her confused expression quickly turned to realization. 

With a nod, she tossed me one of her hand axes before darting away.

I quickly assessed the tree’s diameter.

Not too thin, but not unmanageable. 

If we attacked from both sides, we could chop it down.

The engineer had likely reached the same conclusion.

Fortunately, I had spent the past three months among the Valkyries, learning their military signals. 

Ordinary conversation with the beastkin might be difficult, but combat coordination? 

That, I could manage.

I signaled her.

She understood immediately, gripping her hand axe and dashing to the opposite side.

Time to bring this monster down.

CRACK!

In an instant, the first strike landed. 

The monster’s attention shifted to the beastkin. 

While she was under attack, I dashed forward and struck from the opposite side.

Pak!

The blade embedded itself sharply.

Only then did I realize—Sefiron had infused itself into the weapon.

[“It seems to deal more physical damage than its swinging force alone would suggest. Interesting.”]

[“If Sefiron is in there, that means it can also be converted into mana. Erich, aren’t you the expert on this theory? Give it a try.”]

I was going to do it anyway, Kalon. 

No need for backseat coaching.

I channeled my magic into the axe blade.

[“The wielder is attempting to induce a mana-Sefiron neutralization reaction by injecting mana into its core.”]

[“Looks like we’ll soon have an Ekirel that both mages and spirit-worshippers alike can manipulate.”]

[“If you extract the Ekirel and replace it with pure mana, you can create a battle axe capable of manifesting magic. In the Magocracy, such weapons are referred to as military artifacts.”]

[“One of the most famous military artifacts in the Magocracy is the Jindo (鎭刀) of the Seven Blades, all of which are known for their extraordinary power.”]

[“Quiz time: Identify the option that doesn’t fit the current topic.”]

“Both of you, shut up for a second! Tch!”

I barely managed to block the vines and struck again—this time, properly, with Whirlwind imbued.

[“Swing.”]

Fwoosh!

The already-wavering tree, battered by multiple axe blows, finally collapsed. 

With mana infused into my attack, the destructive force resonated all the way from its roots to its leaves.

Boom!

At last, the tree fell.

“Haha! Become firewood, nice and quiet now!”

The fox engineer leaped onto the tree trunk with ease.

If this had been a normal fight against monsters, I wouldn’t have given it a second thought.

The problem?

Both the fox engineer and I were drenched. 

The only thing covering us was makeshift skirts fashioned from leaves.

“…Eh?”

Just as I noticed the fox engineer’s skirt starting to unravel, I turned my back immediately.

She might have beast ears and a tail, but her body was still fundamentally human. 

I had to be considerate.

A rustling sound came from behind, followed by another presence.

[“An interesting magician.”]

A woman’s voice.

I turned around at once.

“…Hm?”

The fox engineer, now properly clothed, tilted her head.

What was that just now? 

A hallucination?

“So there really were monsters, just like the Saintess said. This island is definitely not normal. If we mess up, we’ll be totally kablooey.”

Her tail twitched—any hostility she had from earlier seemed to have faded.

Or maybe she just forgot about it. 

The latter seemed more likely.

After finishing our exploration, the engineer and I gathered fruit and insects. 

The Saintess could tell us which fruits were edible, and the insects could be used for fishing—or as emergency rations.

We also collected some firewood and stones for magical refinement. 

Unlike the previous islands, this one had a different soil composition, with igneous rocks scattered around.

Igneous rock.

A term for solidified magma.

Through extensive research, mages discovered how to reverse the aging of igneous rock, allowing them to control not just fire, but even lava itself.

If we used it properly, we might be able to create something to keep Valkyrie warm without making a bonfire. 

Or maybe even find a way to neutralize the tree monsters without setting the whole forest on fire.

There was a lot to experiment with.

Before sunset, the beastkin and I returned to base.

Dinner was scarce, and we took turns standing watch. 

Since Valkyrie wasn’t feeling well, only the engineer, the Saintess, and I would take turns guarding the camp.

The full moon hung in the sky.

“Awooooo—!”

For god’s sake, give it a rest.

Despite my personal bias against beastkin, my gaze kept drifting toward the engineer.

She had been working on something ever since dusk.

“Make it, make it~!”

She shuffled together branches and leaves, and in no time at all, she had fashioned a hammock.

The engineer climbed in and swayed her body back and forth.

In the darkness, her ears and tail twitched. 

Her crimson eyes caught the moonlight, gleaming like pearls.

“I’ll sleep here. The Saintess and the black cat can rest in the lifeboat.”

In less than half a day, she had crafted her own sleeping quarters.

Impressive.

I had assumed beastkin would just sleep on the ground.

The engineer hopped down and leaned in close.

“So, magician, what were you working on?”

The sudden lack of personal space startled me.

No, there was still some distance—just enough to keep things normal. 

But her overwhelming curiosity made it feel like there was none at all.

[“Fox beastkin are known to be as fickle as they are cunning. They often feel distant, only to suddenly act overly familiar.”]

So… a body like a dog’s, but a mind like a cat’s?


“Magician? What were you making?”

Her eyes sparkled with curiosity. 

Beastkin were known for their interest in craftsmanship.

I answered flatly.

“A stone bed.”
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The lifeboat was cramped. 

It could accommodate up to three people lying down, but with four, the space became suffocatingly tight.

Still, there was nowhere else to sleep comfortably. 

Until the beastkin engineer finished making the net bed, the four of them had no choice but to sleep together.

But that idea was unappealing.

Valkyrie and the Saintess, being human and Lumina respectively, didn’t raise any concerns. 

The engineer, however, was a different story. 

Sleeping next to a fur-shedding beastkin, inhaling the musky scent of their coat, was not an experience anyone looked forward to.

[“Isn’t making a stone bed highly inefficient? Wouldn’t it be more advantageous for our survival to use that magic power to craft more combat mana stones instead?”]

[“A person can’t live on efficiency alone. A proper bed is a critical matter.”]

I gathered arm-sized rocks, arranging them in neat rows and columns. 

Infusing them with magic, I flattened the stones and fused them together, ensuring a solid structure. 

It was an exhausting task, draining both my stamina and mana. 

But once started, it had to be finished.

“Hmm…”

The fox beastkin engineer hummed in interest, hovering around me, watching my every move.

[“What are you doing?”]

[“Aren’t you just keeping watch?”]

[“Well, if I were in your shoes, I’d also want to make sure no funny business was going on.”]

It would have been better if she only stared.

“What are you making?”

Now she was talking too.

And she wouldn’t stop.

“Aha! You’re making a stone bed, aren’t you?”

The engineer clapped her hands, grinning with excitement.

Annoyance bubbled up, but it was overshadowed by surprise. 

Just earlier that day, her expression had been sharp enough to kill, her tone like a blade. 

Yet now, she was beaming like a child.

“Fox beastkin are great at making stone beds. Well, not me specifically, but my kind. But I do love lying on them!”

There wasn’t a single hint of hostility.

The engineer chattered nonstop until the bed was almost finished.

Why?

Why was she suddenly acting so friendly?

“She’s a fox beastkin. That’s just how they are,” the Saintess answered when I asked.

“They don’t hold grudges. One moment they’re angry, the next they’re curious and coming closer.”

According to her, a fox beastkin’s mood could change in an instant, without any logical explanation.

That just made them sound like animals.

[“How troublesome.”]

Such a volatile personality was dangerous for an ally. 

Someone who changed their behavior on a whim couldn’t be trusted.

Yet, I couldn’t afford not to trust her.

Valkyrie and the Saintess were on her side. 

If I treated the engineer poorly, all the goodwill I’d built up could come crashing down. 

I didn’t want to be labeled a supremacist.

“How do you build trust with a fox beastkin?” 

I asked.

“There’s a signal.”

“A signal?”

“The moment they decide to submit to someone. Keep showing consistency, and one day, they might offer their shoulder or tail to you.”

The Saintess explained that fox beastkin had a strict divide between “light relationships” and “heavy relationships.”

“In light relationships, they can switch sides whenever they want. One day, they’re an enemy; the next, a comrade. They move fluidly based on what benefits them most.”

Currently, my relationship with the engineer was a light one.

That meant she could turn on me at any moment—maybe even for something as trivial as a rainy day—and bury an axe in my skull.

Of course, she was still part human, so she had some restraint. 

But I wasn’t sure how much patience she’d have for a former enemy.

“But once a fox beastkin forms a heavy relationship, everything changes. They devote their entire body and soul. Some even go so far as to put up collateral for their partner.”

One thing was clear: I needed to build a heavy relationship with the engineer.

But…

The process wasn’t up to me.

She would have to decide.

When a fox beastkin offers their tail to be touched, or their shoulder or neck to be bitten, that’s when the bond deepens.

“Touching their tail is the first step, followed by their shoulder, then their neck. Each stage represents a deeper level of trust.”

I needed a heavy relationship with her if I wanted to avoid being murdered in my sleep.

But forming one required physical contact.

Touching her tail. 

Biting her shoulder or neck.

Just the thought of it made my head spin.

I barely tolerated looking at beastkin—now I had to touch them?

[“Good luck with that.”]

She really was just a fox.

[“Touching the tail should be enough. There’s no need to go too deep.”]

Yeah, David was right.

The Saintess added that consistency was key. 

If I wanted to earn the engineer’s favor, I had to engage in her interests.

I gave the Saintess a small bow.

“Thank you for the advice.”

“You thought I’d stay cold forever, didn’t you?”

“Maybe a little.”

“I know we have to stick together for now.”

“There’s still a distance between us, though. We were enemies, after all.”

“Ah, so I’m still a ‘light’ relationship to you, then.”


“What?”

“That’s fine. We were enemies, yes, but I want to learn more about you. I wonder… how did it come to this?”

“Good question.”

I turned to thank her properly, but she had already closed her eyes.

“…Hmmm.”

She was dozing off.

Just as I was putting the final touches on the bed—

“MONSTER! MONSTER!”

The engineer howled.

Valkyrie jolted awake, weapons at the ready. 

The Saintess and I snapped to attention.

“What? Where?”

“I don’t see anything,” Valkyrie muttered.

“Look over there! The tree monsters are crawling towards us!”

At first, I saw nothing. 

The night obscured our vision.

But the engineer’s warning wasn’t wrong.

Rustle.

Coniferous trees with grotesque faces crept forward, using their roots as legs.

“Actual tree monsters…”

“At least it’s not ghosts or the undead.”

We moved according to our pre-discussed formation. 

Valkyrie and the engineer took the front line, while the Saintess and I stayed in the rear.

As the team’s shield, I had to block any attacks they couldn’t dodge in time.

A total of thirteen tree monsters emerged.

Once we cut them down, disassembling them was easy—after all, they were just wood.

“Oh, well, we won’t have to worry about firewood for a while.”

As the Saint’s exorcism spell took effect, the monsters turned into ordinary wood. 

Meanwhile, I managed to retrieve deep green-colored magic stones from their remains.

“The monsters on this island approach unusually quietly. Thanks to you, Riyo, we were able to react in time. I appreciate it.”

It was time to rest again.

“Lieutenant, get some sleep. You said you weren’t feeling well.”

“Ah, yes… understood.”

“You should rest too, Riyo. It’s best to conserve your strength while you can. We’ll be moving in earnest starting tomorrow.”

The Valkyrie and the engineer headed to their sleeping spots—one to the lifeboat and the other to a stone bed.

“Hold it.”

“Huh?”

“This is my bed.”

I pointed at the hammock.

“You should sleep in the one you made.”

“Ehh…”

“Or you can go back to the lifeboat.”

The engineer’s face fell.

“But Riyo… Riyo wants to sleep on the stone bed too. Our kind gets really restless without one…”

“What?”

“That…”

The engineer pointed at the hammock they had made themselves.

“You want to trade beds?”

“Yeah. Can’t we barter? I worked really hard on it. I heard humans don’t like hard beds.”

“Hah.”

“I saw you eyeing it earlier. My bed looks nice and comfy, doesn’t it? I like it too, but honestly, I prefer the feeling of a stone bed. It reminds me of home…”

I suddenly found myself in deep contemplation.

‘Wait, is this really something to agonize over?’

‘Of course, it is.’

‘A net hammock would definitely be more comfortable than a stone bed.’

‘Lieutenant David, you’ve never slept on one, so you wouldn’t understand. Once you experience the firm support of a stone bed, you can never go back to a soft mattress.’

Kalon had a point.

For a comfortable and pleasant life on this deserted island, a stone bed was essential.

But outright refusing seemed too cruel—those beastkin eyes were just too bright and expectant.

Yes… this one must already know the charm of a stone bed.

It was ironic to say this, but beastkin were famous for loving and crafting stone furniture.

“If you let me use the bed, I won’t cause you any trouble until we leave the island.”

After a long deliberation, I made my decision.

“…You want to share?”

Tiria translated the man’s words, and Riyo’s mouth fell open.

“…Huh?”

Sharing a bed.

Sleeping together.

Among beastkin, this was common practice. 

When the weather got cold, they often huddled together like packed bean sprouts to preserve body heat.

But Riyo was not just a beastkin—she was also a citizen of the Holy Spirit Kingdom.

And in the Holy Spirit Kingdom, sharing a bed often had… a different implication.

It was a phrase commonly used in marriage proposals.

‘No way… That’s not what he meant, right?’

Riyo decided not to overthink it.

The real issue was her deep-seated aversion to mages.

Before she even turned ten, she had been kidnapped by a group of mages and subjected to horrific experiments.

A strange device had been strapped to her head, sending electric shocks through her body. 

They had injected her with mysterious substances, leaving her writhing in pain for an entire month.

She was eventually rescued by the priests of the Holy Spirit Kingdom, but by then, her older sister, Miyo, had died, and Riyo herself had grown a second tail—marked forever by that nightmare.

“Ugh…”

Thinking about it again made her blood boil.

‘Are you really okay with this?’

“…Honestly, no, but…”

The stone bed the mage had crafted was too tempting.

The precision, the smoothness—achieving this level of craftsmanship in the wilderness, and in such a short time, was nothing short of astonishing.

“Fine. Let’s share.”

After much deliberation, Riyo finally gave her answer.

It was Tiria who seemed more flustered, having to relay the message. 

Even the man looked momentarily taken aback.

But Riyo didn’t care.

She dived onto the stone bed, stretched out her limbs, and wagged her tail.

“This hard texture… it’s perfect!”

The craftsmanship was impressive. 

With just a little refining, it could be sold as a finished product.

The man lay down beside her soon after. 

His expression was unreadable, even to Riyo.

‘To manipulate stone so precisely… He’s no ordinary mage. Be careful.’

‘I will be.’

During the battle in the forest earlier, when they faced the wooden monsters, Riyo had felt it.

Even if this mage pulled a dagger on her in close range, she could dodge it with ease.

She retracted the claws she had summoned during the fight. 

Along with them, she hid her hostility.

Not because she couldn’t let go of the stone bed.

Not at all.


The Saint had given her advice before: Find common ground.

Beastkin seemed to love stone beds, so this was simply… a way to build rapport.

‘Sharing a bed with a beastkin just to keep a stone bed…’

‘Ohhhh, what a truly beastly decision, my dear senior!’

Shut up, both of you.
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It wasn’t as bad as I had expected.

‘Oh, my God.’

‘Heavens! Today, I have lost a junior!’

First of all, the biggest concern—the smell—was hardly an issue. 

My assumption that beastkin had a foul odor was nothing more than a baseless prejudice.

It was a little cold, but not unbearable. 

All in all, I had a satisfying sleep.

“Hyaaaahhh…”

The fox engineer yawned deeply, hugging her own tail. 

As soon as she woke up, she rubbed her eyes and stretched.

Like a cat, she arched her back, first forward, then backward. 

Her two tails swayed like reeds in the wind.

“Ngyaaahhh—kaaaah—hhhaaaang!”

And then came the unnecessary theatrics.

“This bed was amazing! I’ll give it 140 points out of 100! The extra 40 is for the wild experience!”

I had worried that she might have bad sleeping habits, but it turned out to be an unfounded concern. 

Contrary to appearances, she slept quite peacefully.

The saintess and the valkyrie also woke up, their hair a complete mess.

“Lieutenant Brokenheart, how is your body?”

“I’m feeling much better than yesterday.”

“Let’s monitor your condition for today, just to be sure.”

A new day had begun. 

After a light stretch, we planned our next course of action. 

Though, to be fair, there were only two main objectives—securing food and figuring out a way off this island.

“There seems to be a leader on this island,” the saintess said to me.

“If we take down the leader, we should be able to move to the next island.”

I nodded.

The leader.

After defeating the ghoul on the last island, we had obtained a bundle of ancient documents.

Deciphering those documents revealed that each island had a guardian known as the “Gatekeeper.”

From experience, defeating the Gatekeeper opened the path to the next island. It was true for the Sirens and the Ghouls.

‘Why is that?’

‘It seems intentional.’

The saintess, ever the devout believer, interpreted it as karma. 

She believed that eliminating the Gatekeeper cleansed the island of evil energy, allowing the mist to clear.

I wasn’t particularly interested in the deeper meaning. 

My only goal was escape.

“How should we divide the teams today?”

“I will move with the fox.”

“Are you sure?”

“Why wouldn’t I be?”

“It’s not that you can’t… it’s just…”

The saintess hesitated.

“I know what you’re thinking. Magicians despise beastkin, see them as nothing more than animals. That kind of talk is common, isn’t it?”

“…Yes, that’s right.”

“To be honest, I do feel a little uncomfortable. But I don’t hate them. Different doesn’t mean wrong.”

The saintess fell silent.

“In this environment, does race even matter? If someone can be an ally, that makes them a comrade.”

I brushed off my uniform and stood up.

“I’ll go on ahead.”

After bidding farewell to the saintess, I turned to leave. 

Just before departing with the fox engineer, I caught a glimpse of the saintess’ eyes—they were yellow.

Luminous yellow in the eyes of a Lumina denoted joy, affection, or other positive emotions.

It seemed she was in a good mood today.

Today, another of Tiria’s prejudices had crumbled.

The magician showed no sign of discriminating against beastkin. 

He wasn’t even trying to hide anything—he simply had no prejudice.

Just yesterday, he had shared a stone bed with a beastkin. 

A true bigot wouldn’t even eat at the same table with one, let alone sleep beside them.

“You really are consistent.”

As the magician and Riyo disappeared into the forest, Tiria mulled over his words.

“If we can cooperate, we’re allies and comrades.”

On this island, there was no Holy Kingdom, no Magic Kingdom.

There was no need to consider political stances for now.

She was not the Saintess of the Holy Kingdom; she was simply Tiria Carsten.

He was not a mage of the Magic Kingdom; he was merely Erich Rohnstein.

Rachael was Rachael, and Riyo was Riyo.

Undoubtedly, the man thought the same.

“What matters is not the magic itself, but the character of the one who wields it.”

A focus on the essence.

A willingness to accept things as they were.

The Holy Scriptures repeatedly emphasized the importance of loving and respecting others as they are. 

Even though he wasn’t a believer, he had grasped this fundamental truth.

Perhaps he was the true saint, not her.

A strange mix of embarrassment and admiration welled up within her.

“Is this… enlightenment?”

Tiria picked up a yellow berry and chewed on it.

The magician had gathered them yesterday. 

In excess, they were poisonous, but in moderation, they had pain-relieving properties.

A sourness that gave way to sweetness.

Like the struggle of deconstructing and reconstructing the faith she had clung to all her life—painful, yet oddly exhilarating.


“I owe you my gratitude, Erich.”

It was the moment when a naive girl finally took her first steps toward becoming a true seeker.

However—

A hero recognizes another hero.

“Wow, these pebbles might be pretty useful.”

The engineer took off her jacket, wrapping it into a makeshift bundle. Like a countryside girl harvesting potatoes, she started picking up stones.

Not just any stones.

Only the good ones—the ones that would be easiest to craft into mana stones.

I was sure of it.

This one… she’s an intellectual.

“With these, I can make a water purifier and reinforce the stone bed. Hehe.”

Look at that innocent smile as she cradled a whole bundle of rocks instead of potatoes. 

How pure-hearted. 

Even if you ignored her ears… no, even with her ears, she was adorable.

[“Senpai?”]

[“Kohai?”]

“Ah.”

I slapped my cheeks with both hands.

Shaking off the distraction, I started picking up rocks too, looking for anything useful. 

As we worked, I also split firewood, set up traps, and slowly made my way deeper into the forest.

And then—

“Huh?”

The atmosphere changed.

Moments ago, we had been walking through a broadleaf forest. 

But here… this was a bamboo grove.

[“How dare you step into our domain.”]

Clack. 

Clack. 

Clack.

Flowers, armed with bamboo spears, emerged.

Not the kind you’d find in fairy tales.

These had ivory-colored petals shaped like fingers, their soft roots dragging along the ground as they moved.

[“Has it been a while since a human came?”]

[“We should report this to Lady Alraune.”]

[“She already knows. We just need to get rid of them.”]

The flowers whispered in their eerie, rustling language.

There was only one response from me and the engineer.

Battle stance.

[“Capture them!”]

[“The female will make good nourishment, and the male will be gifted as a stud!”]

[“Our bamboo tribe will finally earn some merit!”]

The flowers hurled their bamboo spears.

We each dove behind different stalks of bamboo, assessing their numbers and positions.

Five on the left, eight on the right.

Unlike the scattered left flank, the right side was grouped together—perfect for a clean sweep.

“Fox!”

I gestured to the engineer.

She nodded and unsheathed her axe.

Tatadak!

The agility of a fox beastkin rivaled that of a Valkyrie blessed by the goddess of war.

Just because she was part of the engineer corps didn’t mean she lacked combat instincts.

A fox is a hunter by nature.

Her axe struck the first flower, slicing its base clean off.

Kiiiiik!

I pulled a mana stone from my pocket.

One I had crafted just yesterday.

A second-tier mana-reactive volcanic stone—Sea Flame Stone.

It’s also known as the “Fire of the Sea.” 

When ignited, it spirals around its target like an ocean current, burning only that which it touches.

I had spent the previous night wondering how to eliminate monsters without setting the whole forest on fire. 

This was the result.

And it worked better than expected.

As soon as I found an opening, I threw the Sea Flame Stone into the cluster of eight flowers.

They went up in flames all at once.

Despite being plants, they had mouths, and their agonized screams filled the air.

“Phew.”

The stench was worse than burning trash.

After ensuring the fire wouldn’t spread, I stomped out the smoldering remains with my boot.

“I’m done on this side. How about you?”

“All clear!”

The engineer ran toward me, light on her feet like a playful pup.

No—perhaps it was more like a fox?

“Yesterday, it was oak and chestnut tree monsters. Today, it’s bamboo.”

“This island has an insane variety of timber. Even the soil looks rich in nutrients. Maybe there was volcanic activity here in the past?”

Whatever the case—

Bamboo was incredibly useful. 

With it, we could craft weapons, tools, and countless other things.

“Hmm, can we transport a lot at once?”

“If we make a cart, it could be useful in the long run.”

“Even a simple wheelbarrow would help.”


We looked at each other.

That’s right. 

A hero recognizes another hero.

And an engineer recognizes a fellow engineer.

Without a doubt, we were thinking the exact same thing.



 
  Chapter 43: Let’s make it (4)


The sun had not yet begun to set, yet Riyo and Erich had returned in haste. 

They were burdened with an armful of lumber and stone, making further exploration impossible.

“Hello? Is anyone here?”

As soon as they arrived back at the base camp, Riyo glanced around. 

There was no sign of Colonel Carsten or Lieutenant Brokenheart anywhere.

Instead, there was a message written in Ascalian script on the sandy ground:

‘Gone hunting. If you get back first, please light the campfire.’

It wasn’t a big deal. 

If the others had gone to gather food, then they had their own work to do as well.

“Heave-ho.”

Riyo dropped the wood she had been carrying.

“What are you planning to make first?”

“A cart.”

It wasn’t something they needed for immediate survival. 

But looking at their current manpower, it made sense. 

There was Tiria for gathering and Rachael  for hunting, after all.

Humanity had always pursued efficiency. 

Since ancient times, tribes had functioned best when individuals specialized in what they were good at and left the rest to others. 

That was how civilization advanced.

Riyo was skilled at invention, and so was Erich. 

If they focused on what they did best, their survival would be much easier.

“We need a cart so we can carry more wood at once. I’m thinking of making a one-wheeled cart that can navigate narrow paths.”

“If you’re building something big, it’s best to draft a blueprint first.”

“Mm, you’re right. A blueprint would help… but there’s no proper place to draw one, is there? I’ve got calipers and a compass. I’ll just estimate as I go.”

Riyo and Erich spoke different languages.

Yet somehow, they understood each other.

Experts in the same field could always recognize one another.

To Riyo, who had studied metallurgy and materials engineering, Erich’s tone felt oddly familiar. 

Not that she wanted to get closer to him or anything…

Still, for some reason, there was an instinctive sense of familiarity.

“Well, there’s no surface to draw on anyway. Guess we’ll just have to rely on intuition.”

Riyo straightened her back and picked up a piece of oak lumber.

Then—

“Wait.”

Erich gestured for her to stop. 

He walked over to the stone bed and placed his hand on it.

[“ABIETUS VHAN OPHEIM.”]

He spoke in the language of demons.

Rumble.

The stones reacted to his chant, resonating in unison.

Some were chiseled away, others rose and reshaped themselves. 

It was as if tectonic activity was unfolding right there on the bed’s surface.

It was, quite literally, a magical process.

Riyo stared in a half-dazed state at the mystical transformation—until she suddenly screamed.

“My stone bed—!!”

Of course, technically speaking, it wasn’t hers. 

She had just pestered the others into letting her use it. 

But to Riyo, a devoted lover of stone beds, this was as horrifying as eating mackerel dipped in chocolate.

Something was off, though.

“Huh?”

“Look. Now we have something to use as a blueprint.”

There was a reason Erich had altered the stone bed. 

He had used mana to precisely etch the design of a cart onto the surface.

[“LUMENT.”]

With another chant, the previous design vanished, replaced by a new one.

A grid-like pattern spread across the stone, dividing it into neat squares. 

In the center, a single circle was drawn.

Snap!

Erich flicked his fingers, adjusting the scale of the design. 

The grid expanded, and the circle grew accordingly.

Riyo realized what he had just done—he had modified the scale of the blueprint.

To an engineer, this was mind-blowing.

What was this, a magical chalkboard?

A stone slate that let you draw and erase at will?

Whatever it was—

“This is amazing.”

Riyo’s eyes gleamed. 

Her tail wagged furiously, like a pinwheel caught in the wind.

“No matter how rushed we are, working without a plan is a bad idea. If a design flaw sneaks in, it’ll only waste our time and effort.”

For the first time, Riyo fully understood the words of Erich, the enemy nation’s mage.

He was reminding her of the basic principles of engineering. 

And he was doing it with visuals.

“Oho.”

A sound of admiration slipped from Riyo’s lips.

For the past two days, she had been pretending to hide her hostility toward Erich, following orders from her superiors, Tiria and Rachael .

It was all an act. 

The cheerful demeanor she displayed was nothing but a facade. 

Ever since she had been tortured by mages as a child, her heart had long been stained with darkness.

She had assumed that she would never again take an interest in magic or mages.


And yet—

[“…Huh?”]

For the first time, she found herself growing just a little bit curious about the man standing before her.

***

On the other side—

‘I showed the engineer a few blueprints. She seemed to love them.’

‘Especially when I started drawing the cart design onto the stone slate… the way her tail wagged so vigorously…’

Smack!

Erich slapped his own cheek.

‘Focus. It’s important to build a cooperative relationship with the beastkin, but that doesn’t mean I should let myself be distracted by her enthusiasm.’

But then again…

A beastkin from the Holy Spirit Nation, showing genuine interest in magic and enchanted stone? 

That was about as rare as a glowing dragon.

Honestly, how was he supposed to just ignore this?

[“This is bad. My superior is breaking down.”]

[“I see. Since he can’t view her as human, he’s choosing to become the beast himself.”]

“Let’s build it! Let’s build it!”

The engineer hummed a tune as she worked.

Together, they began assembling the framework of the cart.

Since Erich was the only one capable of engraving onto the stone, they worked with a system:

Riyo sketched out the design in the sand, and he transferred it onto the slate.

The engineer gripped a branch and began scribbling calculations on the ground.

“The width of the bamboo is about this much, and the weight of one piece is roughly this… Considering the movement of the cart, the load-bearing capacity should be…?”

At first, I assumed they were writing in Ascalian, and I was about to ignore it. But upon closer inspection, I realized they were equations.

‘These are equations used in dynamics.’

‘Their level of mathematical expansion is no joke. This person must have at least studied at a university.’

Though the language was different and the alphabet slightly varied, the fundamental principles of describing natural laws remained unchanged.

Just by looking at the form of the equations, I could discern which formulas they were using and what concepts were being applied.

I immediately understood—this engineer was an intellectual. 

Perhaps even more intelligent than the Valkyrie, and certainly sharper than the Saint who could recite sacred scriptures by heart. 

But intelligence wasn’t limited to academic prowess.

People like this were also skilled at concealing themselves. 

They knew that wearing a mask in social interactions and hiding their true thoughts often worked to their advantage.

Thinking back to yesterday when I first met this beastkin, I recalled their reaction.

A low, guttural growl.

A raw, unfiltered rage—deeper than even the Saint’s lingering grudge. 

A level of hostility akin to that of the Valkyrie. 

But just as quickly as it surfaced, the Saint and the Valkyrie pacified them, and the fury faded away.

The Saint dismissed it as simply a trait of fox beastkin.

A combat engineer with no direct connection to me as a person had no reason to harbor such animosity. 

So that rage must have stemmed from a grudge against the Mage Nation or magic users as a whole.

‘Did they undergo some kind of human experimentation by dark mages as a child?’

‘And those two tails… It’s said that the number of tails a beast possesses corresponds to the number of souls residing within their body.’

Speculating wouldn’t provide answers, so I pushed the thoughts aside and focused on finalizing the cart’s blueprint.

“1.67 meters.”

“Huh?”

“10 |E, 67 ||E|O|E|.”

For a moment, I thought I misheard.

This engineer—was not using the standard Holy Nation’s measurement system.

“What? Surprised that I don’t use inches and yards? This system is just more efficient.”

The engineer flashed a sly grin.

‘Ohhh, how can a beast speak such enlightened words?’

‘I shall be the one to decide what is human and what is beast. From today on, this purple bean sprout is an honorary citizen of the Mage Nation.’

Insanity.

Completing the blueprint itself wasn’t difficult. 

I was already well-practiced from designing scroll circuits, and the engineer seemed accustomed to such work. 

Working in sync, we finished the design.

Next, we needed to process the materials. I would handle the stone, while the engineer took care of the wood.

The fox engineer pulled out a small saw and a carving knife from their toolkit.

“Uh, Goddess? Could you help me out a bit?”

A moment later, divine energy infused their tools.

The engineer swiftly peeled the bark from the wood, marked sections for cutting, and moved the pieces into the sunlight—all executed with flawless precision and efficiency.

Meanwhile, I worked on crafting wheels and other essential parts.

‘Wouldn’t it be better if the whole body were made of stone?’

‘That would consume too much mana. Not to mention, the cart would be too heavy.’

‘Then what about stone beds…?’

‘Some things a man simply cannot compromise on.’

I could have made the entire cart from stone by myself, but there was no reason to.

I needed to build rapport with the engineer.

Instead of taking on everything alone, collaborating would foster camaraderie. 

It would also cut the workload in half.

Just as the sun began to set, the Saint and Valkyrie returned.

“We’re back, Mage!”

The Saint set down a basket overflowing with wild plants and berries. 

Behind her, the Valkyrie trudged forward, dragging a massive boar. 

She looked exhausted.

I quickly stepped forward.

“Here, let me take that.”

“No, it’s fine. I can handle it.”

“You said you weren’t feeling well yesterday. Why push yourself?”

Taking advantage of her momentary hesitation, I snatched the rope from her hands.

It was disgustingly heavy.

She dragged this all the way here?

“This island seems to have plenty of food,” the Saint remarked, her smile as soft and warm as bread dipped in milk.

Before dinner, the engineer and I split a large tree trunk in half and smoothed out the surface to create makeshift benches.

The three enemy women sat together on the opposite side, while I sat alone on a shorter log.

Perhaps this was the perfect representation of the distance between us.

Then, the fox engineer suddenly stood up, her twin tails flicking playfully.

She walked over and plopped down beside me.

Leaning in close, she whispered in Ascalian.

“Stone. Bed.”

I understood simple words now.

“Can I sleep with you again?”

She was asking if she could share my bed tonight, just like last night.


I nodded.

If it happened once, there was no reason it couldn’t happen again.

Her lips curved into a smile, and the firelight flickered in her eyes. 

The corners of her eyes crinkled playfully as her ears twitched in delight.

As I turned my head, I met two stunned faces—both the Valkyrie and the Saint staring at me in disbelief.



 
  Chapter 44: Let’s make it (5)


The third night had fallen. 

Without a word, both Riyo and the male mage lay down on the stone bed.

“I’m exhausted.”

“So sleepy…”

As if rehearsed, they yawned at the same time.

Despite their exhaustion, there was no time to rest. 

Or rather, neither of them wanted to rest.

Erich Rohnstein.

She had never met anyone who matched her so well before.

***

Among all his abilities, it was his command over stone magic that particularly caught Riyo’s attention. 

It was magic, yet it felt fascinating—watching it alone filled her with endless ideas.

More than just interesting, it was undeniably useful for survival.

Riyo beamed brightly.

“What should we build next after the cart?”

“How about a water supply system? We could wash our faces and store water more easily if we set one up properly.”

“Or maybe furniture? Chairs and desks would be the easiest to start with. Sitting on the floor like some beast while eating? That’s far from elegant.”

“Building a wooden fence to keep monsters away wouldn’t be a bad idea either.”

Even though their words didn’t always align, their way of thinking did.

Engineering transcended language barriers.

The drive to improve inconveniences—whether human or beastkin—was a universal trait of intelligent beings.

They were supposed to be enemies.

And yet, Riyo understood the mage.

And the mage understood Riyo.

***

Riyo shivered suddenly as a cold breeze swept through.

There wasn’t even a thin blanket, let alone a warm one, so even the slightest drop in temperature made the chill seep into her bones.

She hugged her tail tightly, burying her face into its soft warmth.

It was comforting—but not enough.

“Can’t we make something for warmth? Maybe an efficient lantern or—”

Before she could finish, Erich pulled out a dark, rugged magic stone as if he had read her mind.

The moment he infused it with mana, a wave of warmth radiated from it.

“Oh!”

Riyo’s eyes sparkled.

She turned the stone over in her hands, examining it closely before clicking her tongue.

“Hmm, it’s warm, but the output is too weak.”

It was a Luminous Stone, a magic stone they had obtained from the island’s merfolk. 

When infused with mana, it emitted heat—but not very much.

Riyo was a pragmatist. 

And so, it seemed, was the mage.

If they were going to make a heat source, it had to be something truly warm—something that could withstand even the dead of winter.

As she pondered, her eyes landed on the flickering campfire.

“Aha!”

She clapped her hands together.

“Mage! Give me that stone!”

“Hm?”

Erich tilted his head but handed over another stone—this time, a Blaze Stone. 

Unlike the previous one, this stone didn’t just emit warmth; it produced wreathing flames.

***

Erich infused mana into it, and immediately, the stone burst into controlled fire, far hotter than the Luminous Stone.

It was stable.

The heat output was strong—perhaps too strong. 

The flames burned so smoothly they created layers of flickering light. 

It wasn’t just the stone’s properties; it was undoubtedly a result of the mage’s fine-tuned mana control.

“Ah, hot!”

Just bringing her hand near it felt like it could burn her.

It was too powerful to hold barehanded. 

Too risky to use as it was. 

There was a high chance of starting a fire or getting burned.

That was frustrating.

If only they could control the heat properly, they could make an energy-efficient heat lantern that would last all winter.

But it was too good an idea to abandon.

Riyo’s mind whirred with possibilities.

***

Tiria listened as Riyo eagerly pestered the mage to sleep beside her again that night.

And then she saw it.

The two of them, tangled together on the bed, laughing and chatting as if they were the oldest of friends.

She couldn’t believe it.

It had barely been three days. Not even a full week since Riyo and the mage had met.

True, at the beginning, both she and Rachael had mediated their interactions. 

They had explained things, acted as intermediaries, made sure there were no misunderstandings.

‘But this?’

Tiria hadn’t expected them to grow close so quickly.

Yes, it was better than distrusting each other.

Yes, the Goddess of Healing whom she followed preached love and unity.

Even so…

She couldn’t shake this strange feeling.

She didn’t know why she felt this way, and so she fidgeted with the rosary in her hands.

“…Hah.”

She exhaled softly, watching the two talk.

‘They’re supposed to be enemies.’

‘Shouldn’t they at least be a little more wary?’

At the very least, they should have spent the first few days distrusting each other.

But…

“Why…?”

Why were they getting along so well?


***

At first, Rachael had felt relieved when Colonel Tiria Carsten joined them.

Finally, she wasn’t alone. 

Finally, the dynamic was two against one.

Most importantly, she wouldn’t have to interact with the mage directly.

But now?

Now that two months had passed since the saintess joined, and nearly three months had gone by since their shipwreck…

She didn’t know anymore.

It wasn’t that she had forgotten what had happened that day.

But at the same time, the days of surviving on this island—side by side with the very man she once despised—were burned just as deeply into her mind.

Rachael watched as Riyo laughed beside Erich.

For the first time, she realized—

“That mage… he can make such a pure expression too.”

Both Rachael and Tiria let out quiet sighs at the same time.

Rachael gave a small nod to the saintess before retreating into the lifeboat.

As she lay down, a chilly breeze brushed past her shoulders.

Cold.

So cold that it seeped into her very bones.

Lately, her body had been acting strangely.

Her temperature would spike and then return to normal, over and over again.

It wasn’t unbearable.

But ignoring it didn’t seem wise either.

Even with Tiria’s divine magic, she knew—it wasn’t all-powerful.

And so, for the first time in a long while, Rachael felt… uneasy.

Rachael closed her eyes.

Lying on her side, she curled her limbs inward—an instinctive response to the cold.

How much time had passed?

The biting chill that had gripped her body was fading, melting away like snow under the sun.

Warmth.

What could be warm?

Fire?

No way… 

Had the campfire spread somewhere it shouldn’t?

“……!”

Rachael’s eyes flew open. 

Gasping for breath, she pushed herself upright.

“Huff… Huff…”

Memories surged like a rushing tide.

A night long past—she had been asleep when the mages set her home ablaze. 

She lost everything. 

Her parents, her home, reduced to ash and cinders. 

Black soot smeared across her skin. 

Nothing left. 

Nothing at all.

And then—

“Haa… Haa…”

She steadied her breathing.

There was no need for her eyes to adjust to the dark. 

A soft glow illuminated the space around her. 

Not harsh, not blinding—gentle, like the dim bedside lamp of a newlywed couple’s room.

Her gaze met his.

The silence between them stretched, thick with awkwardness.

The man hesitated before breaking it first.

“You’re sharp. I was just going to leave this here and go, but I guess you’re a light sleeper.”

“Why are you here?”

“Look at this.”

The mage held out a stone, glowing faintly with a cool blue light.

“I improved the heat stone while you were asleep.”

He smirked, as if pleased with himself.

“I trapped a sunstone inside a luminous crystal. Lowered the brightness while keeping the heat steady. That fox beastkin helped—actually, she did most of the work. By layering it with Sephiron, I managed to keep the temperature stable without overheating. Safer, too.”

Rachael didn’t understand the intricacies of his explanation, but she understood his intent.

‘Don’t get the wrong idea.’

This was… a calculated kindness.

A precaution.

A safeguard.

He was keeping her alive, not out of compassion, but out of necessity. 

He needed an insurance policy—just in case she decided to kill him, or worse, if he fell into the hands of the Holy Kingdom’s army.

“That’s why I’m giving it to you first. No hidden motives, you know that.”

A façade.

A performance.

It had to be.

Fear curled in her chest. 

Her hands trembled.

This man had killed her closest comrades before her very eyes. 

And now? 

Now she was supposed to trust him? 

To accept his gifts?

“… Whatever. Thanks.”

Rachael responded as she always did—with indifference. 

Her gratitude was perfunctory, hollow, nothing more than a formality.

She took the stone.

It was warm—somewhere between comforting and scalding.

“Ugh.”

“Too hot? Hold on.”

The mage muttered an incantation. 

The glow dimmed slightly, and the heat settled into something pleasant.

“There. It’s the same temperature as a campfire. I’ve noticed you never sleep near the fire, and you keep catching colds because of it. I’ll make more of these for you from now on. Keep it on you, like a talisman. Don’t cause trouble. Got it?”

“…Yeah, yeah. Thanks. Now stop talking and leave.”

Rachael waved him off dismissively.

The mage—Erich—shrugged and stood.

But then, just as he was about to turn away, she reached out—grabbing his sleeve.

“…Stay for five more minutes.”

“Why?”

“I just… don’t trust something you made. Stay and watch it for a bit.”

Erich sighed but sat back down without argument.

Even after Rachael drifted off to sleep, he remained by her side for another thirty minutes before finally retreating to his own stone bed.

***

Two days later.

My engineer and I finally completed the cart.

Not only that, but we also successfully improved the sunstone insulation method, meaning we no longer had to shiver through the cold nights.

Two remarkable inventions in just four days. Not bad.

“Well, good. The lieutenant and I will handle gathering supplies,” said the saintess, agreeing to divide the work.

But then, she turned to me.

“Carsten.”

“What?”

“You don’t look well.”

“You’re imagining things. I’m fine.”

She smirked, toying with the platinum rosary that symbolized the Holy Church.

“Is your faith wavering?”

“…Heh.”

She suddenly gestured behind her.

Our engineer was rubbing his eyes blearily, yawning with tear-streaked exhaustion.

“Magician, hurry up. We’re supposed to work on that thing today.”

“Oh, that?”

The saintess tilted her head.

“That? What is ‘that’?”

“…Just something.”

I gave an awkward smile.

“An unexpected little project. It’s going to take a lot of effort.”

She narrowed her eyes.

“Give me a hint.”

I was tempted to tell her.

Just a little.


“…It’s something nice.”

With that, I turned and walked away.

For the briefest moment, I thought I saw her eyes darken—like storm clouds rolling in.

But it was probably just the sunlight playing tricks.

After everything I did for her back on that island, what reason would she have to doubt me?



 
  Chapter 45: Let’s make it (6)


Day 4 on the Island

The engineer and I gathered materials like madmen. 

We dragged a cart deep into the bamboo grove, hacking down stalks, and picking up every rock we could find.

Day 5

The material-gathering continued from dawn until dusk. 

Exhausted beyond reason, I collapsed onto the bed the moment we returned and blacked out. 

When I woke up, the Valkyrie and the Saint had already returned.

That night, I kept watch with the Saint. 

She kept staring at me. 

When I asked what was wrong, she didn’t answer. 

Her eyes flickered between shades of orange and pink. 

The atmosphere made it impossible to press further.

Day 6

The end of material-gathering was in sight. Just to be safe, we gathered extra supplies.

That evening, I double-checked our blueprints. 

During dinner, I overheard the Valkyrie and the Saint grumbling about wanting a bath. 

There wasn’t a stream big enough to bathe in nearby—or at least, we hadn’t found one yet.

I was looking forward to their reactions when our project was complete.

Day 7

Construction officially began. 

Since we wanted it to be a surprise for the Valkyrie and the Saint, we assembled it in separate parts, making sure not to be obvious.

Day 8

We continued assembling. 

The bamboo was all prepped.

Hunting was a failure, so we had to make do with fruits and edible plants. 

The Valkyrie looked guilty, but I reassured her it was fine.

That night, she lay down early, saying she didn’t feel well. 

Was she weak? 

Even though she was technically an enemy, it was hard not to feel a little concerned. 

Not that I was worried or anything.

Day 9

We replaced the Valkyrie and the Saint’s canteens with bamboo ones. 

They were much lighter and more comfortable to carry than the old stone ones.

They seemed happy about it. 

The Saint’s eyes gleamed a soft yellow. 

Seeing their reactions made all the effort worth it.

And finally, Day 10.

Most of the assembly was done. 

Now, we just had to connect everything.

The engineer set down the bamboo she was carrying and let out a satisfied breath.

“Whew! That was a workout!”

Then, without warning, she pulled off her top.

An off-shoulder tank top.

White in color. 

Wrapped snugly around her like a bandage.

I took off my own shirt and tossed it onto the bed. 

The work ahead was strenuous, and sweating was inevitable.

“Pass me that.”

She handed me two bamboo stalks. 

Our plan was to connect them into one long tube.

The materials: bamboo, vines, tree sap, and clay.

Using a tool, I drilled holes into the ends of the bamboo, then threaded a tough vine through the holes to secure them. 

Of course, this left small gaps, so we sealed them with sap and clay.

The goal was to create a siphon system.

“It’s working! The seawater is flowing!”

Honestly, I hadn’t expected it to be this effective compared to flexible rubber tubes, but with the engineer’s touch, water was running through.

That meant we were 70% done.

Now, we just needed to attach the pre-made filtration system and the faucet.

Yes. A water filtration system and a faucet.

That was what the engineer and I had been building.

“Creating a working faucet on a desolate island… Now that’s a flex.”

“Senior…”

We had to put our heads together for this one.

Especially the filtration system. 

Our goal was to make both drinking and washing water accessible. 

The structure was complicated, using only natural materials—purification stones, sand, gravel, and charcoal.

“Whew…”

Almost there.

Now, we just needed to set up the support beams and attach the filtration system and faucet.

I glanced at the sky—it was already late afternoon.

“They should be arriving soon.”

“Let’s hurry and finish.”

I held the support beams while the engineer lifted the device.

But—

“Huh? It won’t fit?”

Did we miscalculate something?

***

For the past few days, Tiria couldn’t stop thinking about it.

No matter what she did, her mind kept drifting back.

That peculiar atmosphere between the Mage and Sergeant Riyo—what was that about?

Sure, they had similar interests, but still… spending ten whole days stuck together without a single moment apart? 

That was suspicious.

“…No way.”

Tiria’s mind, once filled with the works of sensual fiction, began spinning at full speed.

Once the delusion took root, it branched out like an ancient oak, clouding her logic.

Her head grew hot. 

Her eyes turned pink.


And that feeling.

That strange, fluttering feeling in her chest—

The mere thought of Riyo and the Mage getting close sent her heart into overdrive, as if her brain was being completely whitewashed.

Tiria turned to Rachael and grabbed her arm.

“Major, we need to get back earlier than usual today.”

Rachael raised a brow. 

“Why?”

“The Mage and the Sergeant said they were working on a surprise gift. Don’t you want to see it?”

“You want to go early and take a peek?”

Tiria nodded vigorously.

“I admit, I’m curious about what they’ve been working on,” Rachael said.

“Right? Right?”

“But if we go too soon, won’t that ruin the surprise? It’d be better to arrive on time rather than snoop around…”

Tiria barely stopped herself from facepalming.

How could she be this dense?

She had no choice.

She was going to have to be a lot more direct.

“Honestly, the mage and the sergeant get along really well, don’t they? We just wanted to know what they do when we’re not around.”

“Oh.”

Only then did Rachael understand Tiria’s intentions.

A heavy relationship.

Tiria was implying that the sergeant might have already formed a deep, possibly burdensome relationship with the mage.

If the sergeant had grown too close to the mage, there was a risk that she would prioritize the enemy mage’s orders over those of Rachael or Tiria, her actual superiors.

An ally could turn into an enemy.

That would be a serious problem.

Tiria was suggesting they spy on them—not out of personal curiosity, but for military reasons.

“I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking clearly.”

“Come on, let’s go. We have to sneak in without getting caught.”

And so, the two of them returned to the base earlier than usual.

“Hold it up properly!”

From behind a boulder, they could hear an urgent voice.

“Can’t you hold it up right? A male should at least have this much strength!”

“I’m trying my best! Ugh, but can’t we take a break? I’m hitting my limit here.”

“What, you’re tired? No way. The lieutenant colonel and major will be here soon.”

“We’ve been at this since morning without stopping. My whole body aches. Especially my back—I think it’s about to give out.”

Tiria’s pupils trembled.

“Ugh, let’s switch positions. I’ll hold it up. Hm, hm, hmm. Okay, is that better?”

“Stay still. I’m putting it in.”

“Yeah, hurry up.”

“Damn, this is really stiff. It’s not going in easily.”

Rachael, unable to hear the mage’s voice, only tilted her head in confusion. 

Instead, she observed Tiria’s expression to deduce the situation.

It must be serious.

But for some reason, she didn’t understand why.

“You have to push it in deeper. Ugh, you’re good with stones, but terrible at this, huh?”

“It won’t go any further.”

“I’ll help. Here, like this…”

Grunting noises filled Tiria’s ears. 

Heavy breathing clouded her thoughts, making rational thinking impossible.

Her gaze shifted toward another part of the area—where a stone bed stood.

Scattered on the ground were the sergeant’s and the mage’s uniforms.

At that moment, she was sure.

She wanted to rush out immediately.

She wanted to step forward and yell, “What do you two think you’re doing?!”

But she couldn’t bring herself to do it.

T-Them… 

A human and a beastkin… 

that!

As Tiria hesitated, Rachael peeked over the boulder.

The sergeant and the mage… were hammering a large wooden structure into the ground.

“…Huh?”

Rachael’s eyes met those of the man.

“Oh.”

“Of.”

Tiria, still focused on the sounds beyond the rock, heard the brief exclamation and slowly raised her head, her cheeks covered by her hands.

“…Ah.”

A heavy silence fell.

***

Two Hours Later

“We haven’t finished yet…”

The engineer drooped her ears and tail.

She had originally planned this as a surprise. 

But now that they had been caught before completing it, she looked utterly dejected.

“So… you were building a water purification facility?”

“Yes. Just wait a little longer.”

Still, they had to finish the job.

Fortunately, only the final touches remained, so it didn’t take too long.

About two hours later, the filtration system was in place, and a wooden faucet had been installed.

Creaaak, creak.

As the wooden handle was turned, a slow trickle of water began to flow.

Filtered by purification stones and an eco-friendly filtration system, clean water emerged.

“Ooooh!”

A valkyrie took a sip and let out a satisfied gasp.

“So we can drink and wash here anytime we want now?”

“Yep!”

“This is… This is amazing.”

The valkyrie’s face lit up with a childlike smile. 

The engineer and I exchanged glances and chuckled.

Yes, this was what I had truly wanted.

I never wanted to use magic stones to kill people.

I wanted to use them to make life easier.

Turning the faucet further, a strong stream of water gushed out. 

Since it purified seawater instantly, we didn’t have to worry about overusing it.


With this, our water problem was solved.

But—

“Crazy, crazy, crazy…”

Thud, thud, thud.

For some reason, the saintess was banging her head against the wall.
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The fact that I can see the sun is nothing short of a miracle.

Countless people close their eyes forever each day, never seeing another tomorrow.

Even at this very moment, somewhere in this world, someone is taking their last breath.

That’s why we must live even harder.

I yawned and stretched as I sat up.

Rubbing my drowsy eyes, I absentmindedly fidgeted with my canteen, memories of yesterday flooding back to me.

Right—I had set up a freshwater facility.

Dragging my sluggish body forward, I smiled at the thought of drinking clean water and washing up at the supply point.

But then—

A problem.

Someone was already there.

Golden eyes, glowing even in the dim morning light, locked onto mine.

A woman tossed her head, sending sleek, wet strands of black hair cascading around her face.

Rachael Brokenheart.

The Valkyrie of the White Lotus Squad.

She had risen before me and was already washing her face.

“…Magician?”

“You’re up early. Sleep well?”

I waved casually, and after a brief hesitation, she mimicked the gesture. 

An awkward greeting, but a greeting nonetheless.

“So, how’s it feel to use a plumbing system on a deserted island?” 

I asked.

“This?”

Rachael let out a small chuckle.

“It’s annoying. But I like it. Thanks to this, I won’t have to worry about drinking water or taking a shower.”

“Half of it was made for you.”

“For me?”

She pointed to herself, looking genuinely puzzled. I nodded.

“After every battle, you’re drenched in sweat. Since you never properly clean up before sleeping, you’re constantly getting sick.”

Lately, I had been paying more attention to Rachael. 

The saintess was easy to communicate with, so misunderstandings were quickly resolved, and since I spent most of the day with the beastkin engineer, we naturally grew closer.

In the short term, the beastkin was unpredictable, but in the long run, Rachael posed the biggest issue.

This woman had once tried to kill me. 

Not just some fleeting threat—she had truly intended to end my life. 

Remembering the murderous intent from that day still sent shivers down my spine. 

I never wanted to go through that again.

“If we’re going to escape, we need to be in good health. There’s no point in returning if we’re on death’s doorstep, right?”

Rachael narrowed her eyes slightly before stepping forward. 

Then—

Splash!

With both hands, she flicked water at my face.

“…Hmph.”

Without another word, she turned on her heel and strode past me.

I stood there, dumbfounded, watching her retreating figure.

“…Did I just get played?”

[A woman’s heart is like a reed—ever-changing.]

Yeah, definitely the most difficult one to figure out.

Still perplexed, I turned the water on and removed my clothes, ready to freshen up. 

As I hunched over, pouring water over my back, a small hiccup echoed nearby.

I stopped.

Turning off the water, I stood up.

“Hic…”

“Carsten.”

A silver head peeked out from behind a rock.

“You saw everything. Might as well come out.”

“…Uh.”

The silver-haired girl hesitated before slowly emerging.

I stared at her blankly.

“Hey.”

“Yes? W-What?”

“…Are you really a saintess?”

That morning, cherry blossoms seemed to flutter in the air.

***

From that moment on, the engineer and I devoted ourselves to construction.

Fueled by an unyielding passion, we worked tirelessly.

“With the plumbing complete, let’s build a stockade next!”

We hauled thick logs, arranging them tightly around our base.

Land leveling? 

Foundation work?

There was no time for that. This wasn’t a place we intended to stay for long.

“We’ll also need a roof to keep out the rain.”

Using bamboo as the framework, we wove palm leaves tightly on top. 

To prevent leaks, we coated everything with sap collected from trees.

“Ta-da! A home!”

Technically, it was more of a shack, but for a deserted island, it wasn’t bad.

[If shelter was your priority, finding a cave would have been much more efficient.]

[David, if everyone thought like you, humanity would still be living in caves today. A little inconvenience is the price of progress, don’t you think?]

With the essentials in place, we had everything we needed. 

It wasn’t luxurious, but it wasn’t lacking either.

For that, I was grateful to the engineer. 

Ever since she joined, our lives had become significantly easier.

Now that our living conditions were secured, it was time to explore.

“We need to go deeper into the forest. We have to locate the leader.”

I voiced my thoughts to the saintess, who nodded in agreement.

We split into two teams—an exploration team and a foraging team, two people each.

The engineer and I formed the exploration team. 


Her sharp senses made her ideal for scouting, and if monsters used their language, I could understand them.

From a combat perspective, this setup made sense. 

The engineer and I could defend ourselves, but the saintess couldn’t. 

She needed to stick with the strongest among us—Rachael.

“Don’t wander too far while searching for food,” I warned.

“We won’t, but what if you two get into trouble while exploring?”

“We’ll mark trees along the way. If we don’t return by nightfall—”

“That’s too uncertain.”

Suddenly, the saintess placed a hand on my shoulder.

She tiptoed, stretching upward.

“…Lower your head.”

“…What?”

“Just do it. Quickly.”

I blinked.

Why was she acting like this all of a sudden?

I followed her instructions without question.

The saint pressed her forehead against mine, and for a moment, I thought my heart had stopped. 

Our faces were so close that I could hear her breathing.

“Don’t move,” she whispered.

I remained still, my forehead resting against hers. 

I had an idea of what she was trying to do, so I didn’t ask any questions.

After a while, she pulled away. 

Her cheeks were flushed, blushing as red as a blooming wildflower.

“I’ve memorized your mana trace,” she said. 

“As long as you don’t go too far, I’ll always be able to find you.”

A mana trace.

I had heard that high-ranking priests of the Holy Spirit Church could track a mage’s mana for a certain period using sacred magic. 

In the past, they used this very method to hunt witches with ease.

I sighed. 

“So… does this mean I’m your prey now?”

She beamed, eyes sparkling with mischief. 

“Yes. Try running. I’ll find you, no matter where you hide.”

Smiling at her confidence, I raised my left hand. 

And then—

Snap!

I flicked her forehead.

“Ow!” she yelped, clutching her forehead with both hands. 

Her bright orange eyes shimmered with surprise and indignation.

“H-How could you?!” 

She cried.

I crossed my arms. 

“You have the audacity to say something so romantic after spying on me while I was bathing?”

“What’s wrong with that?! Did I say something inappropriate?! Huh?!”

“There’s a nuance to it. You should work on your Huiyan language skills.”

She pouted. 

“How arrogant! Why don’t you learn Ascalian instead? I’ll even teach you! Stupid one-language speaker!”

“Alright, then. I’ll start learning from you tonight.”

“…Wait, what?”

“I said I’ll learn from you. Starting tonight. That’s a promise.”

Her face went blank in shock.

With a chuckle, I grabbed my tools and mana stone before turning away.

Before leaving, I gave the saint and Valkyrie instructions on the direction to take. 

The Valkyrie, still expressionless, simply raised a hand in a lazy wave.

Until this morning, I thought she was mad at me, but I guess not.

“Let’s move,” the engineer said, tapping my shoulder with a wrench. “No time to waste.”

***

The exploration began.

Our combat tactics didn’t change much—cutting down the treant-like creatures that lurked within the dense woods with an axe. 

We fought our way deeper and deeper into the island’s interior.

“This place is familiar,” I murmured.

A bamboo forest stretched out before us.

‘Sparse.’

‘Like Professor Strogen’s balding head?’

‘Hey now…’

We had been using bamboo a lot these past few days. 

It was an incredibly useful resource. 

But today, that wasn’t our focus.

We pressed onward, documenting the terrain as we moved. 

This island was vast, its true scale unknown. 

I constantly checked the position of the sun to stay oriented.

“After the bamboo forest, there’s a pine grove… and after that…”

“Hey… doesn’t something feel off?”

Somewhere along the way, the colors of the forest shifted.

After passing through the pine grove, we found ourselves in a wisteria forest. 

But something was wrong. 

The wisteria trees were all blackened and withered.

‘I have a bad feeling about this.’

‘Let’s scout a little further. If things look worse, we should retreat immediately.’

I nodded at David and Kallon’s advice.

At that moment, the engineer gritted her teeth.

“There’s something nearby,” she whispered. 

“A lot of them. We either fight our way through or turn back. Choose.”

Her detection abilities were sharp. If she was wary, that meant danger was close.

And sure enough—

Before we could take another step, an eerie voice echoed in my ears.

“Heh heh heh…”

It wasn’t just one. 

At least three, maybe four.

I knew better than to fall for such tricks. 

These weren’t human voices. 

This island was uninhabited.

Which meant…

They were the voices of intelligent monsters.

I glanced up at the sky. 

Though it felt like we had only been traveling for two hours, the sun was already at its peak.

Something was wrong with the flow of time here.

“You noticed, didn’t you?”

“Since you figured it out, we can’t let you leave.”

I gestured to the engineer—we needed to retreat.

The moment we turned around, the path we had come from was gone.

“…What?”

“Shit.”

In its place, massive vines had risen, forming an impenetrable wall.

From the darkness between them, humanoid tree-like figures emerged.

Their bodies resembled that of naked women, yet their limbs were gnarled like old oak trees, and their hair was woven from leaves.

They surrounded us, their laughter sharp and cold.

“Where do you think you’re going?”

“You’re not leaving.”

“Consider yourselves trapped.”

The creatures chuckled. 

The one standing at the front stepped forward, eyes gleaming.

“Oh, you poor thing. Didn’t you know? The moment you stepped into a Dryad’s domain, it was already over for you.”

“Again with this,” I muttered.

The dryads’ eyes widened.

“Oh my! You speak the Mantra tongue?”

“Could he be one of us?”

“It doesn’t matter,” one of them hissed. “Ever since these outsiders arrived, so many of our kin have been slaughtered.”

“How dare you cut down our sisters with your axes?”

“We won’t forgive you. You’ll pay with your lives.”

The dryads raised their arms. The vines that entangled their fingers unraveled, forming sharp, needle-like tendrils.

“What should we do with them?”

“The beast woman is useless. Kill her and make her into fertilizer.”


“But the man… he’ll make a fine offering to our master.”

“Of course, we’ll breed him first.”

The lead dryad let out a chilling laugh.

“Kill the female. Take the male.”

And with that, the forest monsters lunged.
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I drew my axe. 

So did the engineer.

The weakness of a tree is its base. 

Even if it’s shaped like a human, the principle remains the same. 

Chop down its legs, and it will fall. 

That should make it easier to defeat.

“Can you handle this?”

“Their reach looks longer than expected.”

The real problem was their hands—long, branch-like fingers stretching unnaturally. 

Even ghouls didn’t have claws that extended that far.

“A short hand axe won’t be enough to create an opening.”

“We need a ranged attack.”

“What if we throw magic stones to distract them?”

“They seem intelligent. I doubt they’d fall for it so easily.”

A conclusion was reached.

“We engage just enough to test them. If it seems impossible, we run.”

A deep, rumbling noise filled the air.

The vine-covered monsters struck first.

They charged with a crude but powerful body slam.

A direct hit would mean instant death, but their movements weren’t as fast as their size suggested.

We had just enough time to dodge.

The engineer and I split in opposite directions.

Boom!

The ground where we had stood cracked open from the impact.

“Idiots!”

“That was just a feint!”

The vine monsters twisted their torsos, their leaf-like appendages spinning clockwise.

Rustle!

Fruit-like pods detached and hit the ground.

Before I could react, they burrowed into the soil.

And then—

Sprouts emerged.

The seedlings grew at an alarming rate, breaking through the dirt.

They looked like mandrakes, tiny creatures screaming as if their very existence was pain itself.

“Kyaaaaaaaah!”

Their shrieks were unbearable.

It was enough to shake one’s focus, to weaken the mind.

But a first-class mage does not falter over something like this.

I steadied myself.

Took a step forward.

“Burn.”

With a flick of my wrist, the mana inside the firestone reacted.

Lowering my stance, I pulled back my shoulder—

And let go.

The vine creatures skidded to a halt, realizing too late what was about to happen.

The firestone had already left my hand.

The first ball of flame shot through a tree-like monster, its fiery energy barely diminished as it continued to burn through.

One, two, three, four—

The flames spread.

Fire of the Sea.

A flame that moves like the ocean, endlessly cycling.

A deep blue inferno swallowed everything in its path, sparing nothing but ash. 

The monsters screamed with hollow mouths.

As they burned, I swung my axe, striking down the writhing saplings.

They shrieked as I cut them down before they could fully emerge from the soil.

Even their death cries were loud.

“That man… he’s quite something, isn’t he?”

“I’m getting more interested in him.”

“It’s not just him. Look at the fox.”

The engineer was holding his own, systematically cutting through the creatures.

His improvement since the first day was noticeable.

“A mage and a beastkin who wields holy power.”

“But it’s only borrowed power from the Goddess of Creation. Without the Goddess of War, they won’t stand a chance against Lady Alraune.”

“Still, something’s off about that beastkin.”

The dryads whispered among themselves.

“Earlier, for just a moment—I swear I felt both divine power and mana from that one.”

“What? I didn’t sense anything like that.”

“You must have mistaken it for the mage’s power.”

Divine power and magic from the engineer?

Impossible.

Receiving power from a goddess should make her incapable of wielding mana.

That was a fundamental truth.

“Or maybe… two souls exist within that one body?”

“Hmm, in that case, should we capture him alive?”

“Let’s bring him to Lady Alraune. She’s researching that very thing—she’ll be thrilled.”

“Good idea.”

Alraune.

So that’s the name of the leader of this island.

More monsters had gathered. If we stayed, we’d be surrounded.

I hurled another firestone at the dryads before turning to flee with the engineer.

“Ahh! So hot!”

“You think you can run?”

“We’ve already set up the entrapment field! No matter how fast you run, you’re just rats in a trap!”

Laughter echoed behind us as we plunged deeper into the forest.

***

Survival favors instinct.

Even though Riyo had never been formally trained in combat, her beastkin nature allowed her to read the flow of battle.

They were outnumbered.

The only option was to flee.

There was no other choice.

“Hah… hah…!”

Riyo and Erich ran, their feet pounding against the forest floor.

They didn’t stop until the laughter of the dryads had faded into the distance.

The vine-covered forest gave way to another terrain—

A birch forest.

Something was wrong.

Birch trees were white, yes.

But their leaves were never supposed to be white, too.

Here, the leaves were pale as snow.

And birch trees typically grew in cold climates.

They couldn’t thrive in warm regions; they would wither and die.

Yet this island—this land—was undeniably tropical.

At the very least, it had a temperate climate.

“Ugh… it’s cold.”

The chill in the air told them everything.

“Is this really a tropical island?”

“It’s the mana. It’s so concentrated that it’s triggering a cooling reaction.”

The mage muttered something under his breath.

Riyo tilted her head in confusion.

It was someone else who responded instead.

“That’s right. That makes sense.”

A voice echoed inside her mind.

A voice that should no longer exist.

Her sister’s voice.

Dead at the age of eleven.

But no—it wasn’t really her sister.

It couldn’t be.

No.

This was Riyo’s illness.

A wound in her mind that had never healed.

The trauma of that day had broken something inside her.

She could go to a healer, get treatment.

But she didn’t want to.

Because at least in her mind, her sister was still alive.

At least there, she still existed.

Riyo panted, her breath uneven.

She looked back.


The pursuers were gone.

Instead—

Rain began to fall.

The already cold air turned even colder.

And the white forest stretched endlessly before them.

“Let’s take shelter from the rain first, then move on.”

Erich pointed ahead. Beneath a rock formation, there was a small hollow.

It wasn’t quite a cave, but it was just big enough for two people to squeeze inside.

And it was… narrower than expected.

“What do we do…?”

Sitting side by side wasn’t an option.

The only way for both of them to fit was if one person held the other in their arms.

The rain was getting heavier, making it impossible to find another spot without getting drenched.

Staying out any longer would undoubtedly lead to illness.

A decision had to be made.

Erich entered first, and Riyo followed, settling herself in front of him.

“Oh, wow. You smell like a guy.”

Riyo chuckled.

“If it were mating season, this could’ve been a real problem.”

Most beastfolk had specific mating seasons.

“Not that I’d ever marry you, of course. Heehee.”

Riyo forced a laugh. Rainy days always brought back memories of that day, leaving her feeling melancholic.

Joking was the only way she could cope.

“Hoo, it’s freezing!”

“We might actually get hypothermia at this rate.”

Both of them were wearing summer military uniforms—not exactly ideal for this situation. 

It made sense, though.

They had been stranded in Tatankur, a tropical sea region. 

No one in their right mind would have packed thick military coats for such a mission.

‘…I bet the Saintess wouldn’t mind being here like this.’

“This position is so uncomfortable. Can I turn around?”

Riyo gestured animatedly to make sure the magician understood. 

He hesitated for a moment but eventually nodded.

“Ugh—”

As she shifted 180 degrees, it became much easier to find a comfortable position.

“Oh, by the way, don’t touch my tails, okay? You won’t like what happens if you do.”

“I won’t.”

“Heh, good manners.”

The magician raised both hands as if to swear an oath. 

Riyo grinned in satisfaction and pulled some materials from her pocket: a Y-shaped wooden stick, a vine that could serve as a makeshift rubber band, and a strip of tanned leather.

With practiced hands, she quickly assembled a slingshot.

***

Now, I find myself in a rather awkward situation.

To take shelter from the rain, I’m crammed under a rock with an engineer. 

The space is so absurdly small that the only way for both of us to fit is if I’m practically holding her in my arms.

When we were facing each other, it wasn’t too bad.

She gestured to ask if she could make something, and I gave a slight nod. 

But then—out of nowhere—she turned her back to me.

If she were just another human, maybe I wouldn’t have thought much of it.

But the problem is, she’s a fox beastfolk—and not just any beastfolk. 

She has two tails.

They’re warm.

Soft.

And despite her strict warning not to touch them, she was now unintentionally brushing them against my face.

I barely suppressed a sneeze.

‘Ohhh, what a cunning—no, what a downright fox-like woman! Is she losing her mind because mating season is approaching?!’

‘Stay strong, Erich! As a mage, you must endure! This is a test from Zeraem himself!’

…Being touched by a tail.

It wasn’t as unpleasant as I expected.

‘Am I finally losing my mind?’

***

“Ta-da! All done!”

Riyo suddenly turned her head and beamed at me, holding out her creation.

“A slingshot?”

“You always throw stones while casting magic in combat. I’ve been watching you fight closely. I figured you could use something to make it easier.”

Before I could react, she placed it in my hands with a cheeky grin.

“This is the kind of gift you give in a casual relationship. You know what I mean, right? We both have our own positions to uphold. I’m sorry, but this is the most goodwill I can afford to show you.”

And then—

Her expression changed entirely.

Her amber eyes darkened to a deep crimson.

For the first time, the ever-innocent Riyo radiated an unmistakable air of seduction.

Her lips parted slightly.

“But, you know…”

Her voice dropped to a murmur, carrying a weight it hadn’t before.

“If you were to show a little more sincerity… I might consider something beyond a casual relationship. I see potential in you.”

It wasn’t just her voice. 

Her very presence felt different, as if another entity was speaking through her.

“So…”

Her tail—one of the two—gently caressed my cheek.


“…Don’t disappoint me, okay?”

I swallowed. 

Hard.

‘—Could it be? Does she have two souls in one body?’

The words of the dryads earlier suddenly came back to me.



 
  Chapter 48: The Price of Environmental Destruction (3)


The rain had finally ceased.

I took the chance while the engineer was looking elsewhere to shake off my uniform. 

The static made it difficult to remove all the debris.

Damn it, the dampness just won’t let the smell fade.

That was when I heard the sharp voices.

“Hey, where are you?”

“Where could those pests have gone?”

The dryads had followed us.

We quickly took cover behind a boulder. 

By a narrow margin, they failed to spot us.

“Let’s split up. If you find them, alert the others immediately.”

“The first one to find the Mage gets first claim, right?”

A soft rustling.

The dryads dispersed, slithering like snakes. 

Two of them went in different directions, leaving just one nearby.

“Where could they be hiding?”

She hummed a tune as she prowled.

This was our chance.

I exchanged silent signals with the engineer. 

She nodded and started moving toward the opposite thicket.

“You should just come out now.”

I carefully loaded a small stone onto my slingshot, waiting for the perfect moment—when the monster had her back turned to me.

Not yet.

Not yet.

I had to wait a little longer.

Now.

“You can run all you like, but it’s pointless. Now that you’re inside the barrier, you’ll never escape. You’ll be caught sooner or later, and the pain—”

Whizz!

A searing projectile tore through the air.

Its power was pitiful, but accuracy and speed were what mattered. 

If I hit my mark, the magic stone would take care of the rest.

And I wasn’t wrong.

Pop!

The shot landed. 

Flames erupted around the dryad’s head.

“Aaaagh! Fire! FIRE!”

She thrashed, shrieking in agony.

The plan had gone slightly awry—I had aimed for her head specifically to silence her. 

Yet, she was still screaming.

No choice now. 

I had to finish this before reinforcements arrived.

“Kaaaah!”

I repositioned and loosed two more shots, each tipped with piercing stone.

Both hit their mark. 

The dryad’s legs were severed, sending her sprawling.

“Damn it, where in the world did—?!”

I caught sight of the engineer slipping through the next thicket. 

I took a deep breath, filling my lungs, then bellowed:

“Look at me!”

“There you are, you arrogant fool! A mere human Mage dares to defy us?!”

Boom!

The dryad struck the ground, her fingers sinking deep into the earth.

A deep rumbling followed.

Something bad was about to happen.

I leapt on instinct.

Krrrsh!

Roots erupted from where I had been standing, a dozen or more of them. 

A second slower, and I would’ve been skewered.

“…You dodged?”

The dryad let out a chilling laugh.

Her head was still ablaze, yet she glared at me with hollow, ashen eyes.

“You have good instincts. Were you famous in the outside world, Mage?”

She flicked her tongue like a serpent.

“Not that it matters. You’ve wounded me, wounded Mother Nature itself. You will pay—at the very least, I’ll rip your head from your shoulders and—”

Her words never finished.

Slash!

The engineer had crept up behind her and swung her hatchet. 

The dryad’s head went flying in a clean arc.

Her body convulsed once, then went still.

Purple blood oozed from the severed stump.

“Phew, guess being turned to charcoal makes them easier to chop!”

The engineer grinned, wiping her axe. 

I couldn’t help but smile back.

I prodded the remains of the dryad’s head with my boot, feeling something smooth beneath the ashes.

A magic stone.

It glowed with a faint yellow hue.

“Resin? Or amber?”

It resembled both. 

Either way, it would be useful for survival.

But there was no time to relax.

Tucking the stone away, I ducked into the underbrush with the engineer.


A moment later, two dryads returned, seething with fury.

“Those bastards dared to deceive us?!”

“Arrogant wretches. We will make them pay for their crimes against nature!”

They weren’t alone.

A dozen more monsters followed them.

Like an army.

I muttered under my breath.

‘At least their numbers have thinned.’

The engineer replied cautiously.

‘It seems there’s a limit to how many a single dryad can control at once.’

I nodded.

‘Alright, we’ll take them out one by one—’

‘No. Think about it. Do you really think they’ll separate again after losing one of their own?’

She was right.

The dryads stayed clustered together.

They buried their fallen comrade, then howled into the night.

“Come forth, wretched ones!”

“Where are you hiding? You must be near.”

I handed the engineer her hatchet and gestured for her to move.

She nodded.

We slowly retreated.

Today’s exploration ended here.

At least, it should have.

“What now? I think we’ve gone too deep.”

No matter which way we went, we couldn’t find a way out.

We were only being pulled in further.

The proof was in the air—the temperature kept dropping.

A creeping unease settled over me.

Were we truly trapped on this island?

“W-what if we really can’t get out?”

The engineer’s voice trembled.

Darkness was closing in. 

The temperature continued to plummet. 

The forest rustled with unseen movement.

We couldn’t let fear take over.

I reached for her hand.

She made a startled noise.

“Hold on tight. Don’t let go.”

“Uh… O-okay.”

Before the sun fully set, I took out a luminous stone and infused it with what little magic I had left.

A soft glow spread through the night.

“Let’s find a place to camp.”

The engineer gripped my hand tighter.

Any notions of being enemies, of my distaste for beastkin, had long faded.

Here in this cursed forest, the only ally I had was her.

We walked.

And walked.

And walked.

No shelter. 

No caves.

Our waterskins were nearly empty. 

My throat was parched. 

The cold wrapped around us like a vice.

The engineer pressed closer to me for warmth.

“H-hey, Mage.”

“What?”

“L-look… over there.”

She pointed.

And what I saw made my blood freeze.

There was a corpse where the engineer pointed.

It was no ordinary body. 

The figure had one torso but two heads. 

Its eyes were hollow, its nose had been severed, and its flesh still bore the freshness of recent death.

“A Holy Kingdom uniform.”

“Ugh, this is horrifying. What the hell is that? Who could have done something like this—”

I frowned. 

Corrupt magic radiated faintly from the body. 

Perhaps there had been another survivor who reached this island before us.

How long had we been walking?

[“Hmph, hmm, hmm~”]

A song, carried by an unknown voice, drifted through the air.

“…A woman’s voice?”

“A monster, most likely. Let’s take another route.”

The engineer and I veered onto a side path. 

That was when the voice took on a distinct tone.

[“You’ve come a long way.”] 

[“You must be exhausted!”]

Schhh.

A dragging sound echoed against the forest floor. 

Simultaneously, luminous particles began to rise around us, flickering like embers.

“Holy magic?”

No, that couldn’t be.

This was light imbued with mana. 

Whether it was fire-based magic or an enchanted luminescent stone, the source was undeniably magical.

At last, the owners of the voices revealed themselves.

[“Welcome!”] 

[“To our sanctuary.”]

They were two female figures, their bodies entwined with vines and blossoms. 

One had a generous bust, while the other possessed wide hips.

Embracing each other, they stared at us with curious eyes.

[“A new test subject has arrived! Isn’t that right, Nee?”] 

[“Of course, Al.”]

The one with the larger chest was ‘Al,’ and the one with the broader hips must be ‘Nee.’

Could they be the ‘Alraune’ the dryads spoke of?

[“A filthy beastkin and a cunning magician!”] 

[“Both are designated for disposal. However…”] 

[“Both are also fascinating. A being with two souls and a human magician skilled in sacrificial magic? If only the latter had enough mana, they might have even been capable of surgery.”]

[“Al, you’re getting ahead of yourself.”] 

[“I know, I know. But isn’t it such a shame? If they had reached the level of a surgeon, we would be nothing in comparison.”]

The two creatures chuckled in unison before their gazes landed on me.

[“Who are you?”] 

I asked.

[“We are the keepers of this island’s forest. We deliver judgment upon those who dare to desecrate nature.”] 

[“Of course, in our current state, we cannot venture far.”]

Their true bodies were rooted deep in the earth like ancient trees.

[“So we send our sentinels to patrol the woods.”] 

[“Our beloved familiars.”] 

[“And they tell us that you’ve been wreaking havoc on our sacred land.”] 

[“How dare you prune and trample our cherished garden!”] 

[“The sanctuary given to us by our benefactor…”] 

[“Shall not be defiled!” ]

Both creatures raised their tendrils. 

One pulled vines from between her breasts, the other from her lower back—thorned rose whips coiled in their grasp.

[“The dryads failed their duty. We commanded them to capture you, yet they let you toy with them!”]

[“Al, there’s no need to rush. These ones aren’t leaving the island unless they defeat us.”]

It was clear now.

These monsters were Alraune.

If we killed them and harvested their magic stones, we could move on to the next island.

“T-They seem really strong…”

The engineer trembled, her instincts warning her of their overwhelming power. 

I placed a reassuring hand on her head.

What did it matter?

Some battles could not be avoided.

***

Rachael and Tiria had returned with provisions. 

The hunt had been a great success, ensuring that tonight’s meal would be a feast of meat.

However, as the hours passed, neither Riyo nor Erich had returned.

“Colonel…”

“I know.”

Tiria chewed at her fingernails.

“Maybe it’s just taking them longer to get back.”

“That magician isn’t stupid enough to lose track of time.”

“But what if something unexpected happened?”

Unexpected.

Like being ambushed by monsters and killed?

Rachael was the first to consider the worst-case scenario. 

A grim image of Erich’s lifeless body flashed through her mind, sending a chill down her spine.

Why?

Shouldn’t she be pleased if the magician died?

Yet the thought nagged at her.

Her nemesis. 

If he perished by another’s hand, wouldn’t that be utterly hollow? 

She had no desire for their bitter history to end without her claiming vengeance.

“Colonel.”

Rachael lifted her gaze.

The full moon had climbed to its peak.

“We need to decide.”

“You mean… enter the forest?”

“Yes.”

“It’s dangerous.”

“Their lives might be in even greater danger.”

Tiria noticed Rachael’s wavering eyes, like a candle flickering in the wind.

“I don’t want to lose anything else.”

“Sergeant Riyo, perhaps. But even the magician?”

“…Yes. Even him.”

Rachael shook her head sharply, correcting herself.

“Because he’s my sworn enemy. If he must die, it should be by my hand.”

Tiria sighed.

“Venturing into a monster-infested forest at night is tantamount to suicide. You know that, don’t you?”

“I understand.”

Rachael grabbed her spear and pocketed a few lightstones. 

Everything she carried had, at one point, been given to her by that magician.

Tiria whispered an incantation, a halo of light forming above her head. 


As she pulled out her baculus, she murmured:

“Lieutenant, protect me. I’ll track the magician’s trail.”

In truth, Tiria had been testing Rachael all along.

She had already decided to enter the forest.

Wherever he was, she would find him.



 
  Chapter 49: One Body, Two Souls (1)


“I’ll take the front, you cover the rear.”

I sent the engineer behind me.

Both of us had fragile bodies, but I could take more hits than she could. 

On the other hand, she was far more agile than I was. 

This formation was the best option.

“Do you remember when we fought that Dryad earlier?”

“Huh? Oh… yeah.”

“I’ll act as the anvil. You circle around from the back.”

The engineer nodded. 

The trembling in her hands slowly subsided.

 Had my words gotten through to her the way I intended?

They must have. 

There was a sharp determination in her gaze now.

She pulled out her twin axes and distanced herself from me. 

Slipping into the underbrush, she vanished from sight. 

The monsters sneered at us, amused.

[“What, did you actually come up with a strategy?”]

[“You think you can beat us?”]

[“We are many, yet one.”]

[“You two are just a pair. No matter what you do, you can’t win.”]

Their words didn’t matter. 

In a battle where life and death hung in the balance, only one thing was necessary—focus.

[“How ridiculous.”]

[“We’ll tear you to shreds!”]

Tadak!

The engineer gripped her axes tightly and spun halfway around. 

A hulking monster with a wide pelvis turned its head in response, eyes locking onto her movements. 

It lashed out at where she had just been.

Rustling sounds followed. 

She was dodging well.

[“Why are you looking away?”]

A grotesque creature with an exaggerated chest was still staring me down.

[“Your opponent is me, little mage.”]

[“Thanks for calling me ‘little,’ ma’am.”]

[“M-Ma’am!?”]

The monster swung a mangrove-like arm, sending a thorned whip unraveling in my direction. 

Its target?

The ground. 

But considering the angle—

A feint.

It was actually aiming to strike my face.

[“Insolent brat, break!”]

[“Flip.”]

Bang!

A sound like gunfire echoed as our magic clashed, creating a whirlwind of energy.

[“Darkness, devour.”]

[“Light, illuminate.”]

I scattered luminescent stones on the ground, unleashing their maximum output to blind the monster’s vision. 

At the same time, I pulled back my slingshot, loading a fire-infused stone.

[“Burn.”]

The projectile flew toward the monster’s forehead.

But it didn’t hit. 

Not because I had bad aim, but because the monster retracted its whip in time to swat the stone away.

I was genuinely surprised.

[“…Not bad for a greenhorn.”]

[“And you, ma’am, don’t seem to be slowing down with age.”]

[“You sure talk big. Today is your funeral.”]

[“Well then, I’d like some Alraune herbs as my offering.”]

Whoosh—

The monster reeled in its whip, and I steadied my mana. 

I took advantage of the brief moment to recalibrate, pulling every last speck of energy into optimal form.

Now I could fight a little longer.

[“You arrogant little thing! I’ll turn you into mincemeat!”]

[“Or maybe I’ll turn you into seaweed soup.”]

The mana density in this space was too high.

Perhaps, just like with the ghouls, I could harness even more power.

I scanned for the engineer’s movements. 

She had been striking swiftly, weaving in and out of combat, her axes leaving deep cuts in the monster’s bark-like hide. 

With each swing, a burst of flame sparked from the friction.

[“Hmph, that tickles.”]

[“Did you really think a few axe swings would bring us down?”]

“Ugh, their skin is too tough…”

If we wanted to bring them down, we couldn’t rely on shallow attacks. 

We needed one, decisive strike. 

All the bosses we had fought so far had been like that.

I quickly ran through my options.

Was there even a need to think about it? 

Plants had always had the same weakness—fire.

If weak flames weren’t enough, I’d just make them stronger. 


And for fire to burn fiercely, the surrounding air needed to be dry.

A grin spread across my face.

The cold air against my skin had never felt so welcome.

I reached into my pouch and pulled out every mana stone I had.

[“Hmph? What trick are you trying now? I told you already—attacks like that won’t work. I was once one of the Demon Lord’s treasured commanders of the Third Legion—”]

[“Earth, gather. Feed on my lungs and bloom into flowers.”]

Riyo dodged swiftly, analyzing her opponent.

The monster before her was both a single entity and a collective. 

It had to be sharing its senses among its many parts. 

A troublesome opponent.

Coordination with the mage was essential.

But there was one more thing that made this enemy particularly irritating.

[“Hey, hey. Who’s inside you?”]

It kept talking to her.

[“Such a perfect fusion of souls. Truly a magnificent body. Who was the sorcerer that crafted you?”]

Riyo had no idea what it was talking about.

Blessed by the goddess, she wasn’t meant to hear, nor was she supposed to understand, the forbidden language it spoke.

But the monster wasn’t pointing at her.

[“Yes, you. You.”]

It was addressing something else.

[“You poor fox, neither alive nor dead.”]

Her body stiffened.

Her heart felt as though it had stopped. Her head buzzed as if struck by lightning.

And yet, she couldn’t stop moving. 

Hesitation meant death—she had to avoid the thorned whips and tangled roots seeking to ensnare her.

Dodge what could be dodged. Break what couldn’t.

In an instant, Riyo leaped up a tree, using it as a foothold to propel herself into the air. 

She brought both axes down on the monster’s head, then carved deep into its shoulder.

But its hide was too thick. 

The damage wasn’t deep enough.

The monster stretched out its hand.

Riyo quickly retreated, her breath coming in ragged gasps.

“Your stamina is impressive. You’re not even blessed by the Goddess of Battle, yet you’re this agile? I suppose beasts really are different.”

She had fought with everything she had. 

Her axe had already struck the monster’s body multiple times.

And yet, the creature yawned, completely unfazed.

“But you lack experience. No finesse. Relying purely on raw instinct won’t be enough to defeat me, little one.”

Riyo bit her lip, her eyes scanning the magician’s movements.

Fwoooosh.

The flow of divine energy reversed, and along with it, the mana began to shift.

‘What…?’

Mana, which had been swirling like a vortex, started converging around the magician.

‘This… this is impossible. I’ve never seen such precise mana manipulation before’!

This was the heart of the monster-infested forest, where mana was so abundant it overflowed, making the air thick and heavy.

Then—

Riyo’s mind worked rapidly, piecing the puzzle together. 

She understood what the magician was attempting, arriving at a logical conclusion.

A sharp grin stretched across her lips.

“Heh.”

“…Are you laughing?”

“Using mana supercooling in a place like this… You’re an enemy, but I have to admit, you’re a fascinating man.”

She gripped her axe tighter and lunged once more. 

Her eyes burned with certainty.

A magician was an engineer. 

And she, too, was an engineer.

Their languages differed, but their thoughts aligned.

The magician synthesized a magic stone on the spot and loaded it into a slingshot. 

It wasn’t an ordinary fire stone—it was something beyond that. 

A Detonation Stone.

“You think a mere rock—”

“Didn’t I tell you? It’s useless to resist.”

Two monsters raised their gnarled roots, intending to deflect the stone like before.

A fatal miscalculation.

They should never have let it touch them in the first place.

BOOM!

Red flames gnawed at the roots, then leaped upward, wrapping around their torsos like ravenous serpents.

The Detonation Stone burst and propelled itself forward. 

It pierced through their hardened shells, burrowing deep into their fragile fibers, forcing combustion.

The monsters shrieked.

Their once-mighty vine weapons withered, blackened, and crumbled into ash.

Now was the moment.

“HAAH!”

Riyo soared through the air, severing their arms before beheading them in one clean strike.

Thud. 

Thud. 

Roll.

The charred remains of their heads hit the ground and lay still.

“It’s done!”

“…Did we actually kill them?”

Riyo landed softly as the magician approached. 

They clapped their hands together in triumph.

“What the hell? For a supposed boss monster, that was ridiculously easy.”

“I know, right?”

Riyo chuckled.

“But seriously, you’re really smart.”

Her tail swayed slightly.

“You noticed the temperature drop from the dense mana and connected it to a dry climate… Then you drew in the surrounding mana to reinforce the magic stone. Just who are you?”

Her other tail twitched excitedly.

‘He’s a genius in both theory and practice. A first-class mage, no doubt. But to optimize mana at this level… Could he be… a Doctor of Magic?’

Her tail wagged even faster.

‘I’ve always wanted to learn magic! Everyone was against it, but maybe… Maybe if I studied under someone like him, I could become a mage without selling my soul to a demon…’

She quickly silenced the voice in her head.

Her sister had been killed by mages.

She couldn’t possibly admire them.

The sister whispering in her mind was the one from before—before she had been tortured by those same sorcerers.

A pang of sorrow pricked her heart, but Riyo shook it off.

Now wasn’t the time.

“Alright! We’ve taken down the boss. Now all that’s left is to collect the magic stone, and we can get off this damn island!”

Escape.

That was the priority.

If luck was on their side, maybe the war would be over by the time they returned.

Riyo didn’t care for goddesses or the teachings of the Holy Church. 

She had enlisted for practical reasons—reviving her fallen clan, earning a living, and paying for university.

And marriage.

Fox beastkin traditionally found a mate around the time they reached adulthood. 

Though Riyo had only recently come of age, her exile made the pressure to find a partner even heavier.

But finding someone she liked wasn’t easy.

Fox beastkin were meticulous by nature. 

The transition from a casual relationship to something serious had far more barriers than it did for humans.

The magician before her was no exception.

Similar interests and shared battles weren’t enough to break those barriers.

‘Though… if he saved my life…’

The magician let out a long sigh and slumped to the ground.

“Mana depletion.”

He sat cross-legged, adjusting his breathing.

“I’ll need to weave my breath for a while. With this much mana in the air, it shouldn’t take long. You should rest, too.”

Severe mana depletion was similar to exhaustion—it left a mage completely incapacitated.

The forest was silent.

Riyo gathered her tools and approached the corpses. 


She glanced back, and the magician gave a weak nod. 

He was giving her permission to proceed.

“Alright, where’s that magic stone…”

She pressed her axe against the monster’s body—

And in the next instant, she was airborne.



 
  Chapter 50: One Body, Two Souls (2)


My fingertips tingled, and my head spun.

Mana exhaustion.

I told the engineer that I needed to rest for a moment and sat down beneath an old tree. 

The dizziness made my vision swirl. 

I hurriedly closed my eyes and began Mirkil.

We hadn’t come across any suitable places for camping along the way. 

I had to gather just enough mana to light a luminescent stone and leave the forest.

That was when it happened.

“Aaaah!”

A scream tore through the silence. 

The engineer.

My eyes snapped open instinctively, and I turned toward the sound. 

I saw the engineer being flung through the air, landing far away.

Sssssk.

Something slithered. Vines, moving like tentacles, carved arcs through the air. 

They were connected to the body of an Alraune.

“…Damn it.”

It didn’t take long to understand the situation.

Crackle.

The lower half of the Alraune, which I had thought was dead, split open. 

Like a flower bud unfolding, a grotesque bloom drenched in blood burst forth from within.

[“Al… ne.”]

One stem. 

Two heads.

[“Why did you die? Why did you leave Lau behind and go first?”]

I knew immediately.

The two monsters we had fought earlier—they were just shells.

This was the true body.

[“It’s sad, but it’s okay. I can just gather more souls. As long as I survive, we can all be reborn together. Yes, of course.””]

“For fuck’s sake.”

I couldn’t help but curse.

Never mind my stamina—my mana was nearly depleted.

But so what?

What could I do?

Would the monster show mercy just because I was exhausted?

This wasn’t a sport.

In the wild, a single mistake meant death.

[“Two pieces of meat.”]

No time to think. My legs moved reflexively.

[‘Incoming from above, horizontal attack.’]

[‘Duck. Now.’]

Whoosh!

A massive root slashed through the air just inches above my head.

A close call.

If David and Kalon  hadn’t warned me in advance, I would’ve been sent flying.

[“Huh? Why didn’t you get hit?”]

I dodged the attacks, carefully making my way toward the fallen engineer.

I hoisted her onto my back and bolted.

[“Where do you think you’re going?”]

I didn’t look back. I didn’t need to.

I could feel the monster chasing after me.

[‘It abandoned its main body and is in pursuit.’]

[‘It plans to use you and the fox engineer as new hosts. If it catches you, death would be a mercy. Run.’]

I already was.

But then—

[“Well, well, who do we have here?”]

A group blocked our path. Dryads.

[“We couldn’t enter Alraune’s domain, so we were waiting… But look at this. Our prey came straight to us. How thoughtful.”]

The Dryads chuckled, their laughter eerie and unsettling.

[“Just accept your fate. Become part of nature.”]

[“Let Alraune consume you.”]

[“It is an honor, to sacrifice your wretched bodies for our lady’s rebirth!”]

[“Alraune, dear, feast on the fox first. The mage—well, we’ll prepare him for you.”]

They were all insane.

[“Huhu…”]

The Dryads removed the leaves covering their bodies, revealing bark-like skin beneath. They stepped closer.

[‘Zeraem, for heaven’s sake, where are their knot holes?’]

[‘How can they commit such abominable acts while wearing the guise of trees? It makes me want to regurgitate the hematite I swallowed ten years ago.’]
[‘No time for jokes, David. Erich is about to die.’]

[‘We are completely surrounded. Our master’s mana is running on fumes. We have no advice to offer.’]

[‘Damn it, if only that Dragoon and the Saint were here…’]

The spirits had done their best. I steadied my breathing.

There was still one way out.

If I could fully replenish my mana, I could break through.

But to do that—I needed to make a deal.

[‘Wait. What are you thinking?’]

I had to ask the demon for pure mana.

A loan, in a sense.

The price would be unthinkable, but—

[‘You’re not seriously considering a burnt offering, are you?’]

[‘No! That’s insane, Erich!’]

[‘You scolded us so harshly for releasing the souls of our nation! Why are you changing your mind now?’]

They were right.

If it were just me, I wouldn’t even consider it.

I’d rather die than violate the Covenant of Mages.

But I wasn’t alone.

The engineer was still alive—just unconscious from a head wound.

If we could escape the forest and reach the Saint, she could be saved.

She was an enemy.

A beastkin.

But she was also a person.

A person with dignity, rights, and the inherent worth of life.

I couldn’t let her die because of me.

That was why I hesitated.

Should I speak to the demon?

Should I make the deal?

Should I abandon my convictions as a mage in order to survive?

After all, the engineer was the enemy.

Did I really have to go this far?

But then again—why were we enemies?

We had no reason to fight each other. 

It was our nations that ordered us to.

The two opposing thoughts clashed violently in my mind, making my head spin.

No matter what I chose, I could never uphold morality perfectly.

“You are too soft-hearted for your own good.”


Why did Admiral Dietz’s words come to mind at this moment?

“On the battlefield, you can’t afford to care too much about others. You must abandon your humanity to survive. Otherwise, you will break.”

David and Kalon  fell silent.

As if, in the end, they had decided to respect my choice.

“What would Zeraem have done?”

Even in this situation, would he have told me not to offer anything to the demon?

“And what about the goddess of the Holy Spirit Church? What would she have said?”

Would she have permitted a sorcerer to offer a sacrifice just to save a follower?

“Everyone, attack!”

Even hesitating was a luxury I could not afford.

Naked dryads rushed in, their bodies glowing in the dim light. 

From the opposite direction, a monstrous flower revealed its massive maw, lunging forward. 

Inside its mouth, twisted pistils and stamens writhed grotesquely. 

Needle-like teeth, reminiscent of a seven-star lamprey, gleamed menacingly.

Facing the brink of life and death, I took a deep breath.

Just as I was about to make my decision and open my mouth—

A streak of light pierced through a dryad’s head.

The creature let out a piercing scream before collapsing. 

More flashes followed, and the others fell one by one.

At the same time, two spears embedded themselves deep into the monstrous flower’s maw.

Thwack!

Through the dense foliage, a woman emerged, withdrawing her spear from the creature.

“Goddess of Battle,” she whispered as she brandished her weapon.

“Sing of your fury.”

A surge of overwhelming divine power erupted against the monster.

The condensed Sephiron ignited upon impact. 

White flames bloomed like a lotus, consuming the darkness in their wake.

At that moment, I finally understood.

“Ah… so this is why they call themselves the White Lotus.”

The monster, an Alraune, let out an anguished wail, its voice filled with impending doom. 

The acrid scent of burning iron and protein stung my nose.

“Valkyrie!”

“Mage, fall back!”

BANG!

The Valkyrie kicked the base of the creature, forcing its head upward. 

In one swift motion, her spear plunged into its floral maw. 

A dark blue liquid splattered as magic stones spilled onto the ground.

The Alraune’s vines thrashed like a dying fish. 

The Valkyrie paused, shifting into a defensive stance.

“Carsten!”

“Erich!”

A saintess rushed toward us. 

The flickering firelight illuminated her violet eyes.

“You held out well, mage.”

“How did you find me?”

“Mana traces.”

She wiped her eyes with her sleeve before looking up. Her irises had already shifted to a golden hue.

“I told you, no matter where you are—I will find you.”

There was no time for gratitude. We quickly formed our battle formation.

“Lieutenant Brokenheart, take the front. The mage and I will cover the rear.”

I gathered what remained of my mana, though it was still insufficient for a powerful spell.

But it didn’t matter.

Because now, we had a complete formation.

“Mage, focus on gathering mana. The Lieutenant and I will hold the line.”

Tiria and Rachael both exhaled.

‘Good. We made it in time.’

A second later, and Erich and Riyo might have been dead. 

Both of them silently offered a prayer of thanks to the goddess before turning to face the enemy.

The Alraune—a plant monster.

Tiria had seen a creature exactly like this in the sacred scriptures.

“…A remnant of the Demon Lord’s army?”

Perhaps this empire harbored a far greater conspiracy than they had imagined.

“Lieutenant!”

“Leave it to me.”

Rachael lowered her stance, pulling her spear behind her waist. 

Slowly, she moved, tracking the monster’s every motion.

[“LUWHERA TOHN ISUHAKUUM.”]

Rachael had suffered a crushing defeat against a ghoul before.

But this time, things were different.

She had allies.

She had a saintess. She had a mage.

“I believe in them.”

The mage sat down, beginning the arduous process of gathering mana. 

Holding an unconscious Riyo in his arms, he closed his eyes. 

The surrounding mana responded to his call.

[“GRHATHM!”]

Tainted vines, wreathed in impure magic, surged forward.

At the same time, Tiria’s blessing enveloped Rachael. 

Her mind sharpened. 

Her body felt lighter.

Slow.

The monster’s attack was far too slow.

Rachael tilted her spear, effortlessly redirecting the vines. 

Then, tracing their path, she drove her blade forward.

Divine power exploded into Alraune’s throat.

As one flower recoiled, another lunged forward—aimed directly at the mage.

It ignored Rachael entirely, intent on devouring its true prey.

Tiria raised her staff to intercept, but—

SHNK!

A spearhead pierced through the flower’s seed chamber.

A pulse of divine power followed.

The monster’s base ripped apart, and its floral head collapsed under its own weight.

BOOM!

The head exploded, scattering petals like blood in the wind.

The remaining flower let out a final, desperate shriek.

Rachael flicked the blood off her spear.

“Don’t touch the mage.”

She lowered her stance, eyes locked onto her prey.

“This one is mine.”

Kill or be killed.

She would never let a mere monster take his life.

“Hah…”

With Rachael and Tiria buying time, Erich focused entirely on gathering mana.

Truly, he had survived by the skin of his teeth.

And he wasn’t the only one.

“Ugh… uhh…”

The fox in his arms stirred.

Her ears twitched. 

Her tail trembled.

Her movements were unnatural.

Her head throbbed.

She was in pain.

Pain? 

Why?

Hadn’t she already died that day?

“…!”

A blinding light.

The scent of something burning.

Sounds echoed all around her.

She felt something firm yet warm beneath her fingertips.

Her body moved.

“Hey, are you awake?”

Erich shook her gently.

“Are you okay? You’re okay, right? Huh?”

The fox girl slowly raised her hand, brushing his cheek.


Warm. 

Solid. 

Real.

How long had it been since she last felt something like this?

Riyo’s heart—trapped within her sister’s body—began to pound.
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Alraune, the Devourer of Souls

Alraune was a monster that preyed on humans. 

It could absorb their souls and extend its own lifespan through dark sorcery.

But now, Alraune had only one life remaining.

One mistake, and eternal death awaited.

“Damn it.”

Despite the looming danger, retreat was never an option. 

The mere thought of fleeing wounded its pride.

Running away from creatures lower than insects?

It, a former officer of the Demon King’s army?

“That little mage…”

The fox beastkin, the two women who had appeared midway—everything revolved around that mage. 

If Alraune could just take him down, their formation would crumble.

As it rapidly formulated a plan, the mage calmly sat cross-legged.

He inhaled deeply, then exhaled. With every breath, the purity of his mana increased.

Mirkil—the fundamental technique for refining and stabilizing mana.

If the mage was gathering mana, he was preparing a powerful spell.

And if he cast a powerful spell, Alraune wouldn’t survive.

Even running wasn’t an option. 

If it allowed them time to breathe, they would be even more prepared the next time. 

And now that they had discovered its existence, they wouldn’t let it go.

Conclusion: The mage had to die before things escalated further.

Alraune lunged.

The black-haired woman moved in an instant, slamming her spear shaft upward. 

Alraune’s teeth, mid-charge, clamped onto nothing but air, blocked with such force that it couldn’t move an inch.

This wasn’t just brute strength.

She knew how to wield power.

As if to confirm its suspicions, divine energy surged through her spear. 

She forced it past Alraune’s fangs, shoving the shaft up and driving the spearhead straight into the roof of its mouth.

“Kaaaagh!”

A sickening crunch.

The pain was excruciating—like a dissected corpse being torn apart. 

In that brief instant, Alraune knew.

This woman was a battle-hardened warrior.

Her movements resembled those of the Hero who once slew its king.

“Goddess of Battle,” she murmured, tightening her grip on the spear.

“Grant me the strength to smite this demon.”

Alraune sensed a shift in the flow of power. 

A devastating strike was coming.

It knew.

If that spear struck true, it would be instant death.

But Alraune still had one last trick up its sleeve.

“Dryads!”

Once, long ago, Dryads were spirits of the forest.

But when Alraune was granted dominion over this island, it had corrupted them, turning them into servants of the Demon King’s army.

“Bloom, my flowers. While I keep this woman occupied—kill the mage and the beast!”

It trailed off.

Something was wrong.

The Dryads—every single one—had collapsed.

A faint, holy light shimmered in the air, washing away the tainted energy that once bound them.

Instead of dark magic, divine power now filled their forms.

Who?

How?

Once corrupted, no spirit could ever be purified again. 

That was the law of the world.

Unless—

“No… it can’t be.”

A voice rang out, pure and commanding.

Alraune’s vines trembled, seeping foul ichor.

Even hearing that voice inflicted wounds upon its soul.

Then, it saw her.

A woman in a black habit, a radiant halo rising above her head.

The robes.

The divine aura.

There was no doubt.

“A Saint!”

The Saint lifted her hand, her eyes cold and unwavering.

Brilliant light pierced the battlefield, rising from the ground like sacred flames.

“The Goddess of Healing, Herené, has decreed: Let the holy purge the unholy. I stand here as her voice and judge. Darkness shall become light, poison shall turn to water. The righteous will be saved, and the wicked will be punished.”

She raised her staff and pointed directly at Alraune.

“I sentence you to death.”

The light surged forward.

There was no physical force. 

No explosion.

Yet Alraune coughed up thick, black blood.

The radiance swept across the battlefield, circling the fallen Dryads. 

One by one, they rose to their feet. 

Their bodies, once twisted by corruption, were restored. 

Their empty eyes now shone with renewed clarity.


“We’re… back?”

“What was I doing just now?”

“What’s going on?”

Alraune instinctively recoiled, its form wilting.

The petals fell.

The vines shriveled.

Danger.

This was real danger.

A warrior wielding a spear akin to the Hero’s.

A Saint, whose divine power could rewrite the laws of nature.

And a mage—young, but already on the brink of mastery.

Though these three had their own battles, for now, they stood together.

A troublesome combination.

Who had orchestrated this?

…No one.

“It was me.”

The realization hit like a thunderclap.

“The one who brought them together… was me.”

The Saint spoke again, addressing the Dryads.

“The creature that corrupted you stands before you. The Goddess of Healing offers absolution. Help us vanquish this monster, and your sins shall be forgiven.”

Understanding dawned in the Dryads’ eyes.

The forest quivered.

The air howled.

The land itself came alive as the once-fallen Dryads turned their fury upon their former master.

And then—

The mage stood.

His hand brushed over the head of the fox beastkin beside him, a silent gesture of reassurance.

Then, he pulled out a mana stone.

The energy within was unlike anything Alraune had ever sensed.

Though its quantity was small, it was impossibly refined—an optimization beyond even what the Demon King had achieved.

Had magic evolved so much in the past centuries?

Or was this mage simply extraordinary?

Not knowing made it worse.

Uncertainty bred fear.

The mage began to move.

His stride quickened, his presence growing heavier.

His movements were still visible to the naked eye, yet something about him sent a primal warning through Alraune’s core.

“Ridiculous. Am I afraid? Of some fledgling mage?”

Its lips twisted into a grin.

“So, you’ve come to die, have you? Fine—come!”

The Dryads lunged first.

Alraune’s vines lashed out, entangling them in a desperate bid for survival.

But its gaze remained locked on the mage.

If it could consume him, if it could devour his mana—

It could grow even stronger.

“Tremble, earth! Shake and shatter all beneath my roots!”

Massive roots erupted from the ground, splitting the earth apart. 

A quake so powerful that even standing upright became impossible.

Or so it thought.

“Valkyrie!”

The mage’s voice rang out.

The black-haired warrior turned.

She let go of her spear—

And prepared to strike.

With a swift motion, like gathering a volleyball in her hands—

Smack!

The Mage stepped on the woman’s hand and leaped into the air.

Using the force of the rebound, he soared higher than expected.

His shadow loomed over Alraune’s head.

The roots she had summoned with magic couldn’t reach him.

All her vines had already been allocated to dealing with the dryad.

“Ah, no! Spare me! Please…!”

Alraune screamed.

And then—

“…Did you really think I’d say that?”

Squelch.

Alraune opened her mouth wide, gathering her magical energy. 

She disrupted the Mage’s mana flow.

Even if it was only for the briefest of moments, in this battle, even a fraction of a second could prove fatal.

Before the Mage could cast his spell—she would devour him whole.

Victory was hers.

At least, that’s what she believed.

“Mage!”

A voice rang out.

The woman who had thrown her spear earlier had retrieved it and was now charging forward.

Despite the ground’s instability from the tremors, her movements were unshaken.

She thrust her spear—

Alraune’s lower jaw was torn away.

She could no longer close her mouth.

And in the next moment, the Mage chanted.

“Star, crush. Burn with fierce flames, leaving not even ashes.”

A fourth-tier magic-sensitive stone, refined twice from firestone—

Merenitite.

The Mage released the projectile from his sling. 

The firestone shot forward with a deafening roar and plunged deep into Alraune’s throat.

She didn’t even have time to feel the heat.

Her outer shell, the fibrous tissues within, her demonic organs, even her mana—all of it melted away.

It was as if she had swallowed a miniature sun.

Alraune couldn’t even let out a final scream.

She fell backward, flames consuming her entire body in an instant. 

It was over. 

Her consciousness began to fade.

But.

“Heh… heh… fools…”

How pathetic.

She might be dying, but if they thought they could escape this place, they were gravely mistaken.

Even in her final moments, Alraune sneered at the Mage—before closing her eyes.

***

Amidst the chaos, there was a single spectator.

A girl who had watched the battle unfold, taking no part in it—Riyo.

‘What the hell?’

She felt weightless, as if she were floating in midair.

Riyo looked down.

Someone else was controlling her body.

‘What is this? A demon?’

‘Who the hell is using my body without permission?’

She tried desperately to reclaim her own body, but it was useless.

No matter how hard she pushed, she was repelled—firmly, forcefully.

‘What the hell is happening?!’

As Riyo panicked, the entity possessing her body bit down on her fingernails.

“…That… That’s definitely Merenitite.”

Her left tail twitched violently, kicking up dust.

‘What the—why am I saying things I don’t even know about?!’

Riyo—no.

Miyo smirked.

“…Cool.”

***

The moment the firestone activated, the Mage’s mana reserves hit zero.

Even after all the optimization efforts, this was the result.

A bitter, metallic taste filled his mouth. 

It felt as though every organ in his body was screaming.

But that wasn’t even the biggest problem.

Right now—

He was falling.

His body refused to move. 

He had flown quite high, and now he was plummeting, headfirst.

If no one caught him, he was done for.

‘Defeating a monster only to die from fall damage? What a joke. If that happens, I’d definitely win the Gullian Award for Dumbest Death of the Year.’

As he thought that—

Something soft enveloped him.

His fall came to a gentle stop.

A cushion-like sensation pressed against his face, making it feel as though he hadn’t fallen at all.

‘A Valkyrie?’

He looked up.

“Hey there.”

It was the fox engineer.

The Valkyrie, on the other hand, stood frozen, trembling as she stared at Alraune’s burning corpse.

He couldn’t blame her.

At least he was alive.

As he turned to the engineer, he noticed something strange about her demeanor.

“Oh dear, you got a scratch on that handsome face of yours.”

She smiled, her eyes curving like crescent moons as she leaned close to his ear.

And then—

He jolted in shock.

She had licked his cheek.

Clatter.

The Valkyrie dropped her wooden spear.

Her eyes lost focus.

“S-Sergeant… What did you just…?”

“Oh, this?”

The fox engineer playfully flicked her tongue.


“Just a little… wound-licking.”

Before the Valkyrie could even respond, the beast-woman slipped an arm under his armpit, supporting him.

His body was completely drained, leaving him unable to resist.

She whispered—

“Now, shall we return to our den?”
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The engineer stumbled and collapsed after taking only a few steps. 

It seemed that the shock from earlier had left her body unresponsive.

The Saint and the Valkyrie rushed over to us, offering their support. 

The hands of the two women simultaneously gripped my shoulder.

“Lieutenant?”

“Colonel?”

“The Lieutenant was already exhausted from the fight. Since you’re lighter, please assist her,” the Valkyrie suggested.

“No, I’m fine. I’m the one who’s been through more, so I’ll handle this.”

“But you’re on poor terms with the mage, aren’t you? Don’t push yourself; leave it to me,” the Valkyrie insisted.

“No, I—well…”

With a deep sigh, the Valkyrie picked up the engineer. 

The Saint flashed a playful smile and guided my arm around her shoulder. 

She grunted as she moved forward, dragging my weary body along.

“I’m sorry. Can you put in a little more effort?”

“I’ll try my best.”

Though I said that, when I tried to push strength into my legs, my muscles screamed in agony.

“Does it hurt? What kind of magic did you use?”

“It was an experimental spell.”

The Reconciliation Stone was based on mana fusion, a magical stone with high destructive power. 

However, it was still in its early stages of research, so its efficiency was extremely low.

“I’ve used it before. Afterward, I spent days bedridden. It was exactly as expected, a near-death experience.”

“That severe? An experiment? Why did you even use it back then?”

“Because I wanted to kill you.”

“….And now?”

“Because I want to save you.”

Perhaps there was still hope for Alraune’s life. 

I wanted to handle things with certainty. 

It had been a kind of drastic remedy.

The sound of dusting off something filled the air. 

Alraune, now fully consumed by the fire, turned to dust and scattered. 

What remained were various magical stones, and there was quite a significant amount. 

Yes, I’d put in enough effort for this; a proper reward was only fair.

Since I couldn’t move a muscle, the Valkyrie, who was in better condition, gathered up the stones.

The cost of using the Reconciliation Stone was exorbitant. 

I felt completely drained. 

With my head drooping, I was half-dragged along by the Saint. 

She gave a faint, amused smile.

“It seems like you’re completely out of strength. Sorry for making you talk.”

“It’s fine.”

“You’re a bit full of bravado, aren’t you?”

The Saint poked me in the side with her finger. 

A groan escaped my lips reflexively. 

It hurt. 

Really, it hurt terribly.

Her eyes glowed pink before shifting to a yellowish hue with a mix of blue.

“See? Your body is completely wrecked.”

“Rest until you’re fully recovered. I’ll take care of you.”

We began walking at a steady pace. 

We’d need to keep moving until dawn if we were to reach the base in time. 

There was no guarantee that we wouldn’t encounter more monsters along the way. 

Already, I could feel my energy slipping away.

“This way.”

“I’ll pay you back for the help.”

“The exit’s that way.”

Luckily, the Dryads helped guide us along the path.

“They were originally elemental spirits. Good creatures. But when the island was enveloped in darkness, they, too, were corrupted.”

The Saint added, almost as an afterthought, that it was thanks to her that the Dryads had returned to their original state. 

A light cough punctuated her words.

As I walked along, occasionally chatting with the Saint, I could feel the temperature rising around us.

“Ah.”

At last, we arrived.

The longed-for stone bed was in sight!

The engineer and I collapsed onto the bed without even washing our hands.

“We’re all a mess.”

The Saint quickly set to work. 

She didn’t stop, healing us with divine power, disinfecting, and bandaging our wounds. 

As I received her treatment, my eyelids grew heavy.

“Good night, Mage.”

Her words marked the end of my conscious thoughts, and I sank into a deep sleep.

“Are you awake?”

When I regained consciousness, a whole day had passed. 

The exhaustion had subsided, but the pain from the mana depletion lingered. 

Every slight movement made my joints crack painfully.

“Rest for a week. I’ll take care of everything.”

“But I can’t just leave everything to you…”

“Don’t trust me?”

I was at a loss for words. 

The Saint’s expression was serious. 

Before I could get up, she gently pushed me back down.


The engineer was lying beside me.

“Hello.”

“Greetings.”

“Hello, why?”

“You were pretty impressive yesterday.”

The engineer whispered with difficulty. 

Her head was wrapped in a natural bandage made of leaf fibers.

“Ha.”

A sigh escaped me.

There was nothing I could do for now.

“Do you want to learn Mage language?”

I turned toward the voice that had interrupted my thoughts. 

The Saint and the Valkyrie were deep in conversation.

“Yes.”

“If you need to communicate with the Mage, you can do it through me. In terms of survival, there’s no need to waste time learning it.”

The Valkyrie shook her head.

“I want to learn it because it’s necessary for survival.”

“What do you mean?”

“When it’s just me or the engineer alone with the Mage, communication becomes difficult. If we can speak the same language, we’ll be able to handle even stronger monsters more flexibly.”

The Saint remained silent, her expression serious.

What kind of conversation is this?

“Please, just teach me a little of the Huiyan language in any spare time.”

“Well, if that’s the reason… then I suppose I have no choice.”

The conversation ended there. 

A poking sensation at my side interrupted my thoughts.

The engineer was pressing her finger into me. 

She sat up and showed me a magical stone.

“Mage, Mage.”

“Why?”

“What is this?”

“That’s an old reconciliation spell. Why…?”

[“How did you make it?”]

For a moment, I was at a loss for words.

“You—just… How?” 

The word “how” was the only thing that came to mind.

If it’s dealing with divine power, it shouldn’t be something I can explain with words.

[“Surprised? I can understand why. I’m not the original owner of this body.”]

I couldn’t help but feel wary.

Possession.

That was the only thing that came to mind.

[“You don’t have to be too scared. I’m this girl’s sister. I’m not some demon. Of course, you probably won’t believe that… but still… I wanted to have a proper conversation with you.”]

I carefully examined the Engineer’s face.

When demons possess someone, their eyes usually show signs of being turned inward. 

But there were no such symptoms here. 

No rashes or elongated fangs either.

She wasn’t a demon. 

Probably.

If that’s the case, then who possessed her? 

Could it really be the Engineer’s sister?

Is that even possible?

[“My name is Miyo.”]

Engineer—or rather, her sister Miyo—spoke.

[“I guess I should tell you a little about my past.”]

And so, I came to learn about Engineer’s past. 

To summarize, it was the work of unregistered Mages. 

They used an ancient taboo to insert multiple souls into one body, a forbidden act that had been used on these two sisters.

[“I… I wanted to learn magic. The Mages promised to teach me, so I followed them without knowing anything. They treated me and Riyo kindly for months. But then… then…”]

The Mages had lured the innocent fox sisters with promises of food and toys, kidnapping them in an organized manner. 

Apparently, there was a specific mark on the robes or shoulders—eight inverted crosses hanging from a silver circular emblem. 

It sounded like a cult.

There had been at least dozens of other victims besides Miyo and Riyo. 

The only one who survived was Riyo. 

The rest had failed and died, while Riyo was the only one to successfully merge with Miyo’s soul.

[“Look at this. This left tail, it’s mine. The only part of my original body that’s left.”]

I frowned. 

A trace of sadness flickered in Miyo’s eyes.

[“Sorry. It must look ugly, right?”]

[“No.”]

[“It’s ugly though. It’s like a ragged piece of cloth stitched together, isn’t it?”]

[“Not at all.”]

[“Liar. You frowned just now.”]

[“I frowned because those guys were disgusting. It has nothing to do with your tail.”]

[“Really?”]

[“Really.”]

Miyo leaned forward. 

She stuck out her tongue and lightly licked my cheek before stepping back. 

I swallowed hard.

[“What are you… doing?”]

[“It’s a simple gesture of thanks between fox beastkin.”]

[“Don’t you know it’s rude among humans?”]

[“But I’ve seen some people do this openly on the streets. I think they call it… ballsex?”]

Crazy.

[“It’s called ‘bokkis.’ That’s something lovers or married couples do. It’s only possible between people with a deeper relationship.”]

Hmm, Miyo snorted, puffing air from her nose.

[“Really?”]

[“Really.”]

[“That doesn’t sound too bad.”]

[“What?”]

[“Just kidding.”]

The fox whistled. 

She flashed the reconciliation spell and her eyes sparkled.

[“Anyway, even though I’m like this, I still want to study magic.”]

[“After what the Mages did to you?”]

[“That’s why I want to learn from someone other than a Mage. I want to study under a sorcerer.”]

In short, she wanted to learn magic from me, even if she had to borrow her sister’s body to do so.

I couldn’t help but sigh.

[“Aren’t you being a bit too careless?”]

[“Things are different now than when I was younger. Now Riyo can at least protect herself. And once I’ve learned enough from you, I’ll escape the island.”]

[“You’re pretty confident about that.”]

[“If you’re upset, try to stop me. Bleh, bleh.”]

Engineer’s left tail swished back and forth.

[“By the way, Riyo goes to the Seripia Academy. You know where that is, right?”]

I did. 

It’s one of the top universities in the Holy Kingdom.

[“I’ve studied there too, and I can proudly say I’ve become quite clever. Mage, what school did you graduate from?”]

[“Laron.”]

[“…Liar. I don’t think it’s that impressive.”]

[“You have a real talent for scratching people’s nerves.”]

[“No, no. What I meant was, why would the Magic Kingdom send such talented people to the front lines if they graduated from a place like that? It would be such a waste…”]

[“You have a real talent for enchanting people.”]

At that, my eyes started to sting. 

David and Kalon were also bawling, “Ahh, sniff sniff.” 

We were all conscripts, no, conscripted officers.

[“Alright, I’ll teach you. Magic.”]

[“Really? Are you serious?”]

[“But… Did you get your sister’s permission?”]

[“Huh?”]

[“Huh? No, that’s not it. It’s not your body. Shouldn’t you be discussing this with your sister?”]

Miyo nodded.

[“Wait a moment.”]

Miyo then lay down beside me. 

She suddenly began to intertwine her limbs with mine.


I was taken aback. 

Is this normal among beastkin?

“…Huh? Where am I? Aaaah?!”

Apparently not.

The Engineer’s scream made the Saintess and Valkyrie rush over.
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“What’s going on? Why did you scream?”

“Oh, I accidentally touched her tail.”

The saint narrowed her eyes.

“A fox beastkin’s tail is a sensitive area—both physically and socially. You mustn’t touch it carelessly.”

“I’m sorry.”

With a disgruntled expression, the saint and the valkyrie turned away. 

Did I somehow get away with it?

Regardless, it was time to explain the situation to the engineer.

I turned to the engineer, who was blinking in confusion, and spoke in a low voice.

“Miyo.”

Riyo’s eyes widened in shock.

“What… what did you just say?”

“Miyo.”

“H-How do you know that name?”

The mage pointed to Riyo’s left tail and began using every word and gesture he knew in the spirit kingdom’s language to explain.

After a long and arduous exchange, Riyo finally grasped the situation.

“No… that’s impossible.”

Her gaze trembled violently.

“My sister… she’s alive?”

Her vision blurred.

“…Inside me?”

[“You’re finally looking my way. Yeah, it’s me, your sister.”]

“But… this is… this doesn’t make sense. You said my sister is speaking Huiyan. I can’t even use magic—so how can I understand her?”

[“Hmm, good question. Why don’t you switch places with me for a second and ask the mage?”]

“How do I switch?”

[“Just will it to happen.”]

Riyo’s consciousness suddenly floated, as if lifted by an unseen force. 

No special effort was required. Miyo, now in control of her body, immediately spoke in Huiyan.

The mage responded without hesitation.

[“It’s probably because your consciousnesses are intertwined.”]

He then recounted an experience he had with Major Rachael in the past. 

A siren had cast an illusion spell on them, and their minds had connected, allowing them to communicate directly.

[“You two are probably in a similar state.”]

Miyo returned control to Riyo.

[“…That’s what he says.”]

Whether the mage’s explanation was correct or not, Riyo didn’t care. 

She only hoped it was true.

Her sister, whom she had believed dead for over ten years, had been with her all along?

Really?

This wasn’t some kind of mental illness?

[“Think about it. When you snapped out of it earlier, you were clinging to the mage. Do you really think he was the one who made you do that?”]

Riyo shook her head. 

She had known the mage for nearly a month now, and he didn’t seem like the type to do something like that. 

More importantly, he was currently so drained of mana that he could barely move.

[“That was me.”]

Everything clicked into place.

Her sister was alive. 

Even her mischievous nature was the same—it had to be real.

Riyo’s lips quivered. 

A strange, choked noise spilled out of her throat, like a music box winding down.

If she let her emotions go, she’d break into uncontrollable sobs. 

So she pressed her hand against her mouth to hold them in.

It was then that the mage, with great effort, lifted his hand.

His rough yet warm touch rested atop Riyo’s head.

Her ears and tail shot up as if struck by static.

“W-What are you—?”

“You’ve been through a lot.”

Riyo’s eyes widened.

And then—

[“You said the emblem had eight inverted crosses within a silver ring, right? Got it. If I ever come across them, I’ll take them out.”]

[“Wait, what?”]

Miyo hurriedly reclaimed the body.

[“What exactly are you planning to do? Do you even have the authority?”]

[“I’m a First-Class Mage. That means I can legally apprehend and eliminate rogue mages who violate magical laws and cause harm.”]

[“Your country allows that? Like a prosecutor?”]

[“If the target is a mage, then yes. High-level mages who break the law are too dangerous to be handled by ordinary soldiers. Only stronger mages can subdue them.”]

[“And you’re that strong?”]

[“Hmm… I’m probably the weakest among the First-Class Mages.”]

The mage chuckled. 

As he withdrew his hand, he added,

[“But I’ll still do it.”]

Riyo’s tears stopped mid-fall.

The mage let out a weary groan and shut his eyes.

[“I need to rest. I can’t do anything in this state. If you want me to teach you magic, wait until I recover. Make sure to discuss it with your sister.”]

He soon drifted into slumber.

Miyo felt an emotion she couldn’t quite name.

He had just said he would crush the organization that had tortured them.

They had only known each other for a month.

They were enemies.


If they ever escaped this island, they might have to fight again—or never meet each other ever again.

They were supposed to be nothing more than that.

But still—

Whoosh whoosh whoosh.

Miyo’s left tail swayed so hard it nearly kicked up a gust of wind.

That man… 

He was as cunning as a fox.

At this rate, she’d end up completely bewitched.

A sense of guilt crept into her.

This body belonged to her sister. 

No matter how she felt, she had no right to involve herself in something deeper.

And yet—

Swish swish.

Her tail wagged, entirely of its own volition.

Unbeknownst to her, Riyo’s own tail was following suit.

She barely heard whatever the mage had last said.

She was simply grateful to have discovered her sister’s presence.

If not for the mage, she might have gone her whole life believing she was simply delusional.

Clutching her and Miyo’s tails to her chest, Riyo curled up on her side.

“Hic… Hic, sis… Sis…”

[“Alright, alright. I’ll spoil you today.”]

It had been ten years.

Ten long years since their last reunion.

Just for a little while—

Just for a moment—

They could rest.

***

I had fully recovered from my mana depletion.

My magical wavelength had returned to normal, and I could now overuse magic stones without consequence.

All of it—

It was all thanks to the saint and the valkyrie’s care.

Surprisingly, the valkyrie had tended to me often.

At night, when she stood guard, we would occasionally exchange words—

One surprising development was that Valkyrie had managed to learn a fair amount of Huiyan.

“Johen bamiya.” (Good night.)

Her pronunciation was still a little off, which was a shame. 

But wasn’t it cute? 

And if it was cute, wasn’t that all that mattered?

Wait, cute? 

What was I thinking? 

She was my enemy. 

Calling my enemy cute… 

I had lost my mind. 

I needed to go and drown myself in the sea.

“This, sharpen.”

“The spearhead?”

“The spearhead? Spearhead. Yes.”

Her speech was still lacking compared to the Saintess, but it had become much clearer.

At sunrise, I discreetly sought out the Saintess.

“Have you been teaching Valkyrie the language of the Magic Nation?”

“Uh, yes. Why?”

“That’s rather unfair. You promised to teach me the language of the Holy Nation as well.”

“Oh… Right. I did say that. When would be a good time for you?”

“Why not when you’re teaching Valkyrie?”

At least I could communicate this much with the Saintess. 

With the engineer, I could manage through gestures.

If only I could hold a proper conversation with Valkyrie as well, then my survival on this island—and my safety afterward—would be much more secure.

And so, my language lessons began.

“Today, we’ll go over greetings and expressions for various situations—gratitude, apologies, congratulations, and farewells. If we’re going to be living like this, we’ll be using these quite often.”

The Saintess’s teaching style was direct.

“Repeat after me. Thank you. Thank you.”

Once in the language of the Mage Nation, then again in the language of the Holy Nation.

“The formal version is Thank you very much.”

In less than an hour, I had picked up a fair number of useful phrases. 

The lesson was short since survival was our priority, but even this much was a blessing.

It’s often said that the more you use a language, the faster you learn it. 

Since there was no one else on this island who spoke my language, this was the perfect environment for me to learn the Holy Nation’s tongue.

Perhaps Valkyrie thought the same because whenever we stood watch together, she would initiate conversations. Tonight was no different.

“Hello. Johen bamiya. Mo… Momeun jom eottae?” 

(How… how’s your body?)

“No problems. Thanks for asking.”

A childlike conversation.

And yet, that made it all the more meaningful.

Wouldn’t it be better for both of us to return to a state of innocence rather than continue trying to kill each other?

“Let’s review today’s lesson.”

“Joah.” (Okay.)

“I’m sorry.”

“….”

“Valkyrie? I’m sorry.”

“Uh… Uhm.”

She hesitated. 

The correct response here was It’s okay. 

She must have forgotten the phrase.

Scratching her head, Valkyrie let out a deep sigh.

“I don’t know. I don’t know what’s what anymore.”

“You’re supposed to say It’s okay.”

“It’s not okay.”

I stopped scanning the surroundings and turned to look at her. 

The firelight flickered in her uneasy eyes. 

Her flushed cheeks suggested a fever.

Valkyrie’s voice trembled.

“Mage… I’m afraid of you.”

There was one word I didn’t understand in the middle of her sentence. 

And after that, she spoke a string of words I couldn’t decipher.

“I’ve been with you for over three months now. The way you act now is so different from the you I met that day. It confuses me. If there are mages like you, then… it makes me question the anger I’ve held against the Magic Nation. It makes me wonder if I’m no different from them…”

…So I can’t think straight. 

“I wanted to tell you this. But damn it, asking the commander to translate would be humiliating. That’s why I wanted to learn your language.”

She had spoken so quickly, without even pausing for breath. 

For Valkyrie, it was an incredibly long speech. 

It had basically been a monologue since I couldn’t understand half of it.

Still, I could tell her emotions were in turmoil.

***

Despite the strange tension from the previous night, our relationship hadn’t completely broken down. 

Silence truly was golden.

Today, the engineer and I planned to start working on our escape plan.

And that wasn’t all.

I also agreed to teach magic to her older sister, Miyo.

“Woohoo! This is so exciting!—Ahem. I mean… how fascinating.”

The one jumping around must be the younger sister.

After a moment, the engineer’s demeanor changed into something far more composed and mature. 

Looked like the older sister had taken over.

I placed a raw mana stone on the makeshift stone desk. 

Then, I took a seat and pulled out a slate to use as a chalkboard.

“Everything in this world is stone.”

“Oro-lolol-dol-dol-dol.”


I cleared my throat and held up the mana stone for Miyo to see.

“Shall we begin?”

“Yes.”

Miyo’s eyes twitched as she answered.

“Starting today, we’re partners, right?”
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“What is this fox saying? Starting from today, it’s day one?”

[“If you teach me, that makes us teacher and student, doesn’t it? You’re the teacher, and I’m the student. That’s not a light relationship.”]

[“Then… is it a heavy one?”]

[“Who knows?”]

Miyo propped her chin on both hands and grinned, her smile playful and mischievous.

[“That depends on you, the magician. A relationship isn’t limited to just one kind, after all. Just like how you and I are enemies while also comrades who stake our lives on the same battles.”]

Human relationships were always like that.

They could never be defined by just one thing.

[“But one thing is certain—ours is a relationship worth counting days for. Look, today is the first day you’re teaching me. Let’s mark it down as proof.”]

Miyo picked up a stone and scratched a line onto the wooden desk.

A crude mark remained.

[“Soon, this line will become ten. Maybe even a hundred. And as the lines pile up, I might find myself getting used to you.”]

[“Getting used to me?”]

[“Mhm. Do you want to tame me?”]

This was definitely a joke.

Beastfolk always saw themselves as humans; there was no way she was seriously using the word tame.

I already knew that, unlike her younger brother, Miyo was full of mischief.

Maybe she sensed my thoughts, because she added with a smirk,

[“I’m not joking. I might start looking forward to this time every day, waiting for your lessons an hour, maybe two, in advance. If that happens, I won’t be able to focus on anything else. My mind will be full of you. And that… that means I’ve been tamed by you.”]

See? 

It had to be a joke.

I let out a sigh instead of answering.

This fox was playing word games.

But underneath all her roundabout speech, her point was simple:

‘If you want to build trust with me, make the lesson interesting.’

[“You’re such a fox.”]

[“I am a fox.”]

She was interested in magic.

I couldn’t just push her away coldly.

I took a mana-infused gemstone and placed it in Miyo’s hand.

[“I’ve infused it with mana. Can you feel it?”]

[“It feels like… something squirming.”]

[“You won’t be able to manipulate it yet.”]

I placed my hand over hers and channeled more mana into the stone.

The oversaturated mana caused a cooling effect, making the stone icy to the touch.

[“This is the phenomenon of mana condensation.”]

I then dispersed the condensed mana and injected new energy.

This time, the mana flowed past the stone, traveling up Miyo’s arm like a jolt of electricity.

She shuddered.

[“What was that? It felt so weird.”]

[“That’s mana circulation. Everyone reacts that way the first time they receive magical energy.”]

As I infused mana into her, I observed her closely.

She seemed fine—surprisingly fine.

It was fascinating. 

Despite using divine power, her body could still accept mana.

[“Do you want to become a mage?”]

[“Unlike my brother… I did.”]

[“No matter what field you choose to specialize in, condensation and circulation are fundamental. They’re the basics of the basics. For now, we’ll use magic stones to help you get used to them.”]

I created another practice stone. 

Now that I had given her direction, it was time to assign her first task.

[“Try extracting all the mana from this stone, circulate it through your body, and then return it to the stone.”]

[“Isn’t that too hard for a beginner? What about theory?”]

[“If you were a ten-year-old kid, I’d start with theory. But you’re a university student. Jumping into practice is better. You already handle divine power well, and you’ve studied before. You’ll grasp things quickly.”]

Miyo didn’t have much time each day for lessons. 

Now that the Alraune was dealt with, we had to start preparing to leave the island.

I watched over her as she practiced.

But I wasn’t just sitting idly.

Whenever she asked a question, I gave her hints—just enough to guide her without giving away the answer.

She grumbled about it, which was… cute.

No, that wasn’t the point.

I wanted her to experience the joy of learning, the fun of discovering things on her own.

That was how I had learned magic, too.

About two hours passed.

[“Mmm, this is harder than I thought. Can you do that thing again?”]

Miyo held out her hands.

Without thinking much, I took them in mine and repeated the process—channeling mana into her, then pulling it back.

Her eyes widened.

[“Wait a second… there’s almost no mana loss.”]

She had realized something.

[“No matter how hard I try, I can barely retain one percent of it…”]

[“Even skilled mages struggle to surpass a ten percent efficiency rate.”]

[“How do you do it?”]

[“You think I’d tell you that so easily?”]

[“If you do, I’ll let you touch my tail.”]

Miyo twisted her body slightly, and her two fluffy tails swayed in the air, soft and inviting.

That was strange.

When we first met, I was hesitant to even touch beastfolk.

But now, after more than a month, all I could think was how fluffy her tail looked.

The discomfort I once felt had faded. 

Had I lost my mind?

‘Get it together, Erich!’

‘She’s a beastfolk. More importantly, she’s an enemy. You may be able to charm the fox, but you must never let the fox charm you. As a citizen of the Mage Nation, maintain your dignity!’

I shook my head. 

Miyo huffed and pouted.

[“That was a joke.”]

Of course, it was.

[“This is just the basics, so don’t expect to master it in a day or two. Take your time and practice.”]

And just like that, her first real lesson began.

“So, how long did it take you to succeed?”

“One day.”

That night, I was kicked out of my stone bed.

After our battle with Alraune, the four of us decided to reassess our strategy. 

From now on, we’d stick together while exploring. 

We couldn’t afford to be taken down one by one by a powerful monster like last time.


	The Valkyrie would charge.


	The Saint would heal.


	The Engineer would scout.


	I would handle the magic.



Each of us had our own strengths, making every member indispensable.

I needed to maintain a good relationship with all three of them.

So far, things were going smoothly—except for my still-awkward dynamic with the Valkyrie.

At last, we gathered enough food and water.

I also recorded mana into the Origin Stone, ensuring our mana compass would guide us toward escape.

Before boarding the boat, my companions and I took a final look around our temporary home.

“It’s a little sad,” the Saint said with a wistful smile.

“Thanks to you and Sergeant Riyo, life here wasn’t so bad. Maybe it’s because we had a small taste of civilization, even if privacy was a rare luxury.”

“Agreed. Every day, someone saw me half-naked. There was no such thing as privacy.”

Her eyes turned a shade of pink.

“You saw me a few times too!”

“I never mentioned any names.”


Her cheeks deepened in color. 

If we were ranking saturation levels, today would be a record-breaker.

Since we had all been both victims and perpetrators of these little incidents, there was no point in assigning blame. 

The only choice was to let it slide.

“Alright, alright! Stop standing around and let’s move!”

With ample water and a fair amount of food, we boarded the lifeboat and started rowing. 

Half worried, half excited, we speculated about what awaited us on the next island.

But our expectations were crushed.

We ended up right back where we started.

At first, seeing signs of civilization made us jump in excitement—an inhabited island! But soon, reality hit. 

The place looked awfully familiar. 

The final confirmation came when we spotted our stone table, etched with seventeen tally marks.

The Valkyrie and the Saint collapsed to the ground.

We had wasted hours.

“Ugh.”

“Hey, you okay?”

The Valkyrie was dry-heaving, so I fetched her some water. 

Unsurprisingly, the faucet still worked.

“The Major has a serious case of seasickness.”

“She had it last time too. Every time she gets on a boat, it happens.”

“It seems particularly bad this time.”

“The waves were rough.”

The Valkyrie could barely sit upright. 

Until she recovered, I let her rest on my lap, fanning her with a makeshift bamboo fan while monitoring her condition.

“Feeling better?”

“Yeah, a little.”

As she slowly regained her strength, a thought struck me.

“It seems Alraune wasn’t the real boss of this island.”

Thinking back, the path behind our battlefield with Alraune extended further than we had explored. 

Maybe her lair was just a hideout, and beyond it, something bigger was waiting.

My words drew a series of frustrated sighs from the others.

“It’s not like we have a choice.”

“Let’s just finish this quickly.”

“……If it’s the four of us, maybe we can do it.”

For the next three days, we focused on gathering supplies.

We tied together bundles of bamboo and filled them with water and fruit, securing them tightly to our waists. 

I also packed magic stones for emergencies.

The Saint prepared medicinal herbs and brewed tonics. 

The Valkyrie sharpened her spearheads and crafted spares. 

And as for the Engineer…

“Ta-da! Crossbows.”

She had built four crossbows. 

Four.

Among us, she definitely had the most insane skillset.

“One for the Colonel, one for the Major as a backup… and here, Magician, one for you too.”

The fact that she handed me something more sophisticated than a slingshot meant a lot. 

It signaled that she was finally starting to trust me.

“If you prove yourself, I might even craft you your very own rifle someday. Though, of course, that would take much more time.”


She covered her mouth and chuckled. 

I wasn’t sure if it was her laughing or the “sister” inside her. 

Maybe both.

One thing was certain.

This time, we would be prepared.
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The time the Engineer lent his body to Miyo was limited to just three hours a day.

It wasn’t because he didn’t trust his sister.

Survival took precedence.

Engineer’s engineering skills were invaluable in many ways. 

Meanwhile, the magic that his older sister, Miyo, was trying to learn was nothing more than a way for us to bond—it held no immediate practical use.

That didn’t mean she wasn’t making progress. 

On the twentieth day of practicing mana circulation, she finally completed the assignment I had given her.

“Mage, look at this!”

Miyo grinned as she held up a stone infused with circulating mana.

Given the limited time she had to practice, she had learned faster than expected.

“What do you think? Pretty decent, right?”

She had talent.

That made her worth teaching. 

I hid my true thoughts and simply said,

“It’s just the first step. Keep practicing until you can do it faster.”

“Boooring.”

She grumbled, but the way her fox tail swayed betrayed her excitement. 

Quick-witted as ever.

I had no intention of going easy on her.

“Now that you’ve learned to circulate mana, it’s time to practice storing it. You’re still not at the level where you can cast magic. If you don’t learn to store pure mana properly, you won’t be able to handle mana depletion.”

“Got it. But hey, if I store a lot of mana in my body, can I transfer it to you when you need it?”

“Yeah.”

“So if you run out of magic power, I could help you out?”

I nodded. 

Though, I didn’t expect much.

It usually took an average of three more months for someone who had just learned mana circulation to get accustomed to Mirkil.

“Alright, I’ll give it a shot!”

“Do your best.”

For now, all I needed was for the Engineer to focus on her current role—just like he did when he crafted the crossbow.

“This thing is really useful.”

The crossbow, made of wood and stone, had a simple structure. 

The loading mechanism was intuitive, and despite its size, it packed considerable power. 

The long reload time was a drawback, but with enough practice, that could be overcome.

After a few test shots, we gathered our gear and entered the forest.

Past the bamboo grove, we arrived at the Pale Forest.

The cold remained unrelenting.

Except for the Saintess, who had dressed warmly from the start, everyone else was beginning to feel the chill.

She frowned as she scanned our surroundings.

“Something’s wrong.”

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t see any Dryads.”

The Dryads were the original inhabitants of this island—spirits responsible for maintaining the forest. 

They had once been corrupted by Alraune, but the Saintess had purified them.

Yet now, not a single one could be seen.

“Something must have happened. We should go deeper.”

I had a bad feeling about this.

But we had no choice. If we wanted to leave this island, we had to find and eliminate the true boss.

Its strength was unknown.

Still, we had a fighting chance.

I had the magic stones obtained from defeating monsters.

Among them, the stone from the ghoul was particularly useful. 

If I could synchronize well with the female soldiers, we could strike swiftly and decisively.

As I was considering our options, it happened.

Engineer’s voice dropped low.

As planned, we immediately concealed ourselves in the thickets.

Rustle.

A group of plant-like monsters, about five or six in total, emerged.

They were the size of large dogs, with heads resembling strawberries and limbs that bore swollen, potato-like growths.

“Strawberries and potatoes, huh?”

“Then…”

“Strawtatoes” 

“It is.”

The creatures were dragging something bound in ropes.

A dead Dryad.

They were hunting the forest spirits.

“They have fruit. These ones are different from the plant monsters we’ve seen before.”

“Yes, I sense an unusual level of magic from them. It makes sense if we consider the natural growth stages of plants.”

Plants begin as sprouts and end with fruit. 

Until now, we had only encountered monsters with leaves and flowers.

These were on a completely different level.

They would be strong.

But if we worked together, we could win.

I whispered to the Saintess.

“If we follow them, they might lead us to their boss.”

She nodded, relaying my thoughts to the Valkyrie and Engineer.

Carefully, we tailed the monsters.

Luckily, they never noticed us.

And our prediction was correct.

In the shadow of a massive, ancient tree stump, sat a humanoid monster.


It was at least three times the size of an average man.

Its limbs were unnaturally long, and it had three heads.

Antler-like branches jutted from its skulls, heavy with fruit.

Or so I thought—until I realized they weren’t fruit.

They were stones.

“A creature that grows rocks instead of fruit? Something like that actually exists?”

“If something like that exists, why don’t we have unicorns?”

The plant monsters laid the Dryad’s corpse at the creature’s feet.

With root-like fingers, it grabbed the spirit’s legs and shoved the body into its mouth.

Crunch.

The Saintess and Engineer shut their eyes, unable to watch.

Only the Valkyrie and I kept observing.

The monster trembled.

Bud-like growths along its body burst open, revealing radiant gemstones that shimmered like ripe fruit.

“That’s…”

“A magic stone.”

I noticed a faint sound, murmuring in the distance.

Focusing my hearing, the voices became clearer.

“Help me… Help me…”

“I don’t want to be dragged away by a demon.”

“It’s too cold here… Someone, please, get me out of here.”

The voice came from the direction of the wooden effigy’s head.

The source of the sound—mana stone.

[“Their situation is similar to ours.”]

[“Could it be… that we were made in the same way?”]

[“Similar, yet different. Listen carefully. They aren’t using Huiyan.”]

The enemy’s female soldiers also heard the desperate screams.

Their resolve wavered.

The saint’s eyes turned red with fury, the engineer trembled, and the Valkyrie clenched her spear so tightly that her knuckles turned white.

We exchanged hand signals.

Each of us nocked an arrow onto our crossbows.

The arrowheads were crafted from mana stones, designed to activate upon my command.

We were just about to launch a synchronized volley.

“A rat has crept in.”

The wooden effigy, hunched over until now, stretched itself upright.

“Find them.”

“Where are they?”

“That way. The mana flow is abnormal.”

At this rate, we’d be discovered in seconds. 

No—realistically, we had already been caught.

We had to move now.

The Valkyrie, the most combat-experienced among us, waved her hand. 

The signal to attack.

I gathered my mana.

“Explode.”

Fwoosh!

Four arrows flew simultaneously and struck the effigy’s torso.

A second later, they detonated.

The blast sent nearby monsters flying like ragdolls.

The first strike is the key to victory.

The Valkyrie shot forward, and I followed right behind her.

We would cut straight through to the leader.

Her spear pierced through the monsters in our way.

Holy power surged from its blade, crying out in divine resonance.

I gathered every ounce of my mana and prepared my most powerful fire magic.

We could do this.

Last time, when we took down Alraune, I had used a flame catalyst—firestone.

After capturing dryads and Alraune, I managed to synthesize an even stronger version.

More stable, yet vastly more destructive.

A fire born from trees.

I called it Pineflame Stone.

“Light, charge forward.”

All my mana converged. I struck the effigy’s groin with everything I had.

At the same time, the Valkyrie, having gained momentum, launched into the air.

Her spear aimed at the effigy’s three heads.

A perfect pincer attack.

“Argh!”

“You rats!”

“How dare you!”

They never expected an ambush.

Of course not.

If they did, it wouldn’t be an ambush.

The effigy had already lost.

It just didn’t know it yet.

“What are you all doing?!”

“Get rid of them!”

“It’s too late! We have to handle it ourselves!”

The subordinate monsters had already been dealt with by the saint and the engineer.

The effigy swung its massive arm, aiming to swat the airborne Valkyrie.

I wouldn’t allow it.

I pulled out a mana stone obtained from a ghoul and activated Huiyan.

“Leap.”

The Valkyrie vanished mid-air. 

The monster’s hand clawed at empty space.

In the blink of an eye, she reappeared behind it.

“How—?!”

“Guh!”

“Khkk!”

With a swift motion, she buried her battle axe into the effigy’s spine.

The monster staggered forward.

Everything was going according to plan.

I braced myself for complete mana exhaustion and unleashed one more Pineflame Stone.

The effigy’s lower body was ripped apart and incinerated into ashes.

At last, the monster collapsed.

But we couldn’t be careless. 

We had to finish it properly.

The Valkyrie took charge, hacking off the creature’s three heads and its arms in swift, precise strikes.

The remnants of the effigy burned and crumbled into embers.

“Mage!”

The engineer bounced toward me like a startled rabbit, the saint close behind.

“That was easier than last time.”

“I know, right?”

I never expected it to end this smoothly.

“Are you alright?”

“…No.”

The moment I spoke, my legs gave out beneath me.

I collapsed.

Mana exhaustion.

Plain and simple.

I fought the urge to vomit and pointed at the monster’s corpse.

“Look at that.”

The saint and Valkyrie narrowed their eyes as they focused on the effigy’s back.

The engineer began to tremble.

“T-This is…”

A silver ring.

Eight inverted crosses etched within it.

The symbol of a heretical mage cult. 

The very group that had traumatized the engineer sisters.

She gasped, stepping backward in horror.

Her older sister had been the one to tell me about it, but of course, the younger sister would know, too.

“Haa… Haa…”

She collapsed to her knees.

Panting heavily, she crawled forward like a wounded animal and clutched my uniform.

Her pupils shrank to needlepoints. 

Saliva dribbled down her chin as she mumbled in a trembling voice—

“Sister… I’m sorry, sister… I’m sorry…”

The saint and Valkyrie’s expressions darkened instantly.

I must have looked the same.

War, battles—everyone who went through them bore scars, some deeper than others.

The Valkyrie had hers. 

I had mine.

The saint had hers, too.

But the engineer’s wounds… hers were the deepest of all.

I understood.

I knew what she felt.


So I reached out, resting my hand on her head.

“Sister, don’t go. Please, I’m here. You’re really my sister, right? You said I wasn’t dead.”

The saint had taught me enough of the Holy Nation’s language for me to understand her words.

Every single one.





 
  Chapter 56: Heavy Relationship (4)


As time passed, the engineer’s trembling subsided. 

She pulled away, her face flushed with embarrassment.

“What do you think you’re touching without permission?”

“You were the one clinging to me.”

[“According to our coordinate system, you were the one who came close and embraced me.”]

Unbelievable.

One way or another, there was no more hiding it. 

I had no choice but to explain the past of the twin engineers to the Valkyrie and the Saint. 

I also told them about the meaning of the strange symbol.

After listening to the whole story, the Valkyrie spoke first.

“I know that symbol.”

“…You do?”

“A similar emblem was on the robes of the mages who attacked my village. I don’t remember the details clearly—it’s not a memory I want to revisit—but…”

She swallowed hard. 

This wasn’t just any ordinary group we were dealing with.

The Saint spoke next.

“One body, two souls… Could those mages have been conducting experiments here as well?”

“I had the same thought.”

“Wait, there are letters inside the circle!”

“Are you sure?”

Just as she said, there was something written on the monster’s back.

“What does it say?”

“Specimen No. 973.”

“Specimen?”

“It also says: ‘Feed with the corpses of recently deceased humans or spirits. Frozen meat has been proven ineffective in producing fruit. Harvest the fully grown fruits regularly. Management of this specimen is assigned to the Third Legion.’”

The Third Legion.

“What does that mean?”

“It’s not part of our army.”

“It’s not ours either.”

“Then…”

The Saint’s face turned pale.

“…The Demon King’s Army.”

“Haah.”

I had my suspicions. 

Alraune and ghouls occasionally let things slip.

The Demon King’s Army…

“We can’t be certain just yet.”

According to history, the Demon King’s Army was wiped out centuries ago. 

These days, people laughed at the very mention of the Demon King. 

It had been that long.

“The ones who wrote this text are likely cultist mages, using the Demon King’s name for their own gain.”

That made far more sense.

It was then that the Valkyrie spoke up.

“Now that I think about it, something feels off.”

“What do you mean?”

“The first island had merfolk, the second had ghosts, and now this one has plant creatures. Doesn’t it seem like each island has a set theme? What if someone is using these islands as research facilities?”

“The Lieutenant has a point. This entire archipelago could be a base for cultist mages… or remnants of the Demon King’s Army.”

“Remnants? Could they have survived for centuries?”

“Looking at the scale of this place, it’s not impossible.”

“We have to escape the island and report this. But to do that, we need to survive first.”

While the others discussed, I focused on sorting out my thoughts.

The most critical issue was the mana compass.

I took out a spirit stone from my pocket and absorbed the surrounding mana. 

Then, I picked up a wooden stick and thoroughly searched the remains of the wooden monster.

Nothing.

There wasn’t a single mana stone.

[“Disappointing. How can a monster leave behind no rewards at all?”]

[“Maybe because it was a specimen, it doesn’t count as a monster?”]

That complicated things. 

Would trying to escape the island again be the right call? 

Or was this thing not even the boss?

Just as I was pondering—

“…!”

A foreign mana presence.

It was faint, but when it came to detecting mana fluctuations, no mage could surpass me. 

My head turned instinctively toward the disturbance.

For a brief moment, something heavy and fast darted past.

[“What was that?”]

[“Did something appear?”]

The others hadn’t noticed. 

But I had seen it—something with a human torso and the lower body of a spider.

“Damn it.”

It was large. 

Could that have been the true boss?

But why didn’t it attack us? 

I was completely defenseless just now.

[“Oh, by the way—where’s that tree?”]

“…Tree?”

[“The small tree that was attached to the wooden monster’s head. Where did it go? It’s not here.”]


Now that she mentioned it—where was it?

I looked around. 

Nothing. 

The tree was gone. 

Even the mana stone that had been embedded in it was missing. 

All that remained was the charred corpse of the monster and the smell of ashes.

The Saint made a decision.

“We should head back for today.”

I tried to stand, but my depleted mana made it difficult. 

The engineer offered me her hand.

“Come on, mage. Grab Riyo’s arm and get up.”

She lent me her shoulder, smirking as she did. 

The Valkyrie, however, shot us a sharp look. 

Seemed like she didn’t like how close I was getting to her comrades.

That was going to be a problem. 

I wondered when I’d ever have a proper talk with her.

The forest was now cast in shadows. 

The sun was setting.

“Move faster! Hurry up!”

“I’m trying…”

My thighs were stiff, my muscles aching.

[“If you’re a man, put some real effort into it. With stamina like this, who are you supposed to teach magic to? Are you really a top-tier mage?”]

“Stop talking… It’s exhausting.”

[“Weak. Feeble. Pathetic.”]

“Ugh, seriously.”

Now my pride was on the line.

“If my legs cramp tomorrow, I’ll blame you… Huh?”

As I took a big step forward, something odd appeared in my dark-adjusted vision.

It wasn’t a rock or a bush.

It looked like a tree, but it wasn’t.

It was breathing with mana.

The sound was so faint that even the engineer couldn’t hear it.

The first thing I noticed was the unnatural flow of mana.

A monster.

Every monster I had encountered so far had left traces of magic in their wake. 

Because of this, it was rare to be caught off guard. 

But if something could deliberately conceal its magical presence, it was no ordinary creature.

I opened my mouth to shout.

But before I could, it lunged.

“…!”

It came from the side, bypassing both the Valkyrie and the Saintess, heading straight for me and the engineer.

It was aiming for her. 

The plan was clear: eliminate the one with sharp night vision first, then take out the Valkyrie, the Saintess, and finally, me—the weakest of them all.

“Watch out!”

At the same moment I shouted, I grabbed the engineer and threw us to the ground.

Thud!

Something sharp drove into my side.

“…Mage?”

The voices of the engineer and her sister rang out in unison. 

Their faces were close. 

The engineer’s gaze moved from my face to my body.

I followed her eyes.

A root—thick and gnarled like the limb of an ancient tree—had pierced through my side. 

A dull ache began to spread, replaced by a searing heat that washed over me like a tide.

“…Shit.”

This island was hell.

Ssss…

The root slowly withdrew from my body. 

At the same time, emptiness overtook Riyo’s eyes.

Someone was falling before her. 

Someone who had taken the hit meant for her.

A scream tore through the air, filled with disbelief and horror.

“Mage? Mage—!!”

Hearing Riyo’s cry, Rachael and Tiria immediately turned.

But by the time Rachael drew her spear, it was too late.

With a sharp whip, Erich’s body was hurled toward them. He hit the ground like a discarded doll, rolling limply.

“…Mage?”

Tiria’s crimson eyes darkened.

And Rachael—

“…Who did this?”

She was the first to move.

She hurled a glowstone, revealing the monster’s form.

It was a tree, its branches heavy not with fruit, but with mana stones. Its body was swollen and round like an oak barrel, lacking eyes, nose, or ears—only a gaping mouth lined with jagged teeth.

The monster’s jaw stretched wide, and it let out a guttural roar.

[“Impact.”]

Efor!!

A burst of force, sharp as a gunshot, clashed against Rachael’s spear shaft. It happened so quickly, she hadn’t even had time to channel divine energy into her weapon.

Crack!

Mana surged through the air, snapping Rachael’s spear like a twig.

But she didn’t flinch.

Without hesitation, she shoved the broken halves of her spear into the monster’s gaping maw.

That wasn’t enough.

Reaching behind her, she pulled out a spare spear strapped to her back.

She infused it with as much divine power as the weapon could withstand and drove it into the monster’s torso.

[“Keurgh!”]

The creature staggered, its mouth splitting further as purple blood sprayed in all directions.

“Sergeant Riyo!”

Rachael rushed to Riyo, who sat trembling on the ground, paralyzed.

“Get a hold of yourself!”

“The… the magician… he took the hit for me…”

“On your feet, Sergeant! That’s an order!”

Rachael slapped her across the face, snapping her out of her daze, then shoved her toward Tiria.

Riyo, still shaken, barely responded.

[“Tch.”]

The monster moved swiftly, rising once more.

Rachael readied her spear.

[“…You both are quite unexpected.”]

Rachael couldn’t understand its words.

But Tiria and Riyo did.

Tiria, who was tending to Erich, twitched at the sound of its voice.

[“I had planned to take out the sharp-eyed fox first. Never thought a half-dead magician would sense me. I was certain I had hidden my presence completely. And to think, he even managed to shift his body just enough to avoid a fatal strike… Quite the instincts for a human.”]

Then, the creature’s twisted mouth curled.

[“And you, human woman. Your ability to assess the situation, your spear technique… You’re no ordinary soldier.”]

The tree-like monster wrenched the broken spear from its mouth and assumed a battle stance. Plucking a mana-infused fruit from its own branch, it rubbed the fruit along the spear’s blade.

[“Blossom.”]

A dark, swirling energy coated the weapon, smothering the divine light Rachael had imbued into it.

Rachael’s golden eyes narrowed.

This thing wasn’t just strong. 

It knew how to use tools. 

It knew magic.

This had to be the leader.

“Mage! Mage! Erich! Wake up!”

“I… I’m sorry. It’s my fault. I should’ve detected it sooner. He took the hit for me… It’s all my fault…”

Riyo was young. 

Fragile. 

A low-ranking officer. 

Not a soldier trained for battle. 

She had no idea how to handle this situation.

No one could blame her.


Tiria was doing what she could, channeling divine energy into Erich, but it was only emergency treatment—barely enough to keep him stable.

[“I’ve already injected mana to prevent blood clotting. No matter how much you try to stop the bleeding… he’ll just keep leaking life.”]

The monster let out a low, satisfied laugh.

Rachael’s golden eyes burned with fury.

Right now, she was the only one who could finish this.
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Tiria calmly examined Erich.

A single penetrating wound on his side.

It was better than being stabbed in the chest or head, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t serious.

There was a high chance that his internal organs were damaged.

“W-What do we do?”

Riyo’s voice trembled with fear.

Tiria took a deep breath and answered, “Leave it to me.”

She pulled out medicinal herbs and natural gauze, her movements swift and precise. 

There was no time for hesitation. 

She quickly removed Erich’s shirt. 

There was no room for modesty—the bleeding was severe.

Using her divine power, she sterilized the wound and pressed the gauze firmly against it. 

Stopping the bleeding was the priority.

But even with the wound properly dressed, the bleeding wouldn’t stop. 

It was severe—far too severe. 

Tiria’s expression darkened with every passing second.

Riyo shifted uneasily. 

“W-Why is this happening? Why won’t the bleeding stop?”

“Mana,” Tiria murmured.

“Mana?”

She lifted her head. 

In the distance, Rachael was locked in battle with a monstrous creature made of wood.

“That creature injected some kind of corrupted mana. The blood isn’t coagulating at all.”

“Then… what do we do?”

“I’ll try adding more Sefiron.”

Sefiron, when mixed with mana, transforms into Ekirel—a substance that is normally harmless to the human body. 

Tiria hoped to use its neutralizing reaction to counteract the effect.

But—

“The neutralization isn’t working. Something’s wrong.”

“Then… does that mean we can’t stop the bleeding?”

The blood continued to flow, dark and unceasing. 

Tiria bit her lip.

At this rate, the mage would die.

Helplessness settled in.

What kind of saintess was she if she couldn’t even save a single person?

She had been nothing more than a zealot, choosing which souls to save and which to condemn.

She had only been re-killing those already dead, hiding her own sins behind the name of virtue.

But—

“Erich.”

She wanted him to live.

“Please, there has to be a way…!”

“There is.”

The voice did not belong to her.

It came from Riyo.

“If we can’t mix mana and Sefiron… we can just remove the mana from the mage’s body.”

Something about Riyo had changed.

No—she had changed. 

Someone else had taken over her body.

“I’ll do it.”

“And… who are you?”

Riyo’s lips curled into a calm smile.

“I’m her sister.”

Miyo sat down cross-legged and began to breathe in steady, measured rhythms.

Tiria recognized that stance.

Breath-weaving—Mirkil.

It was a technique Erich often used to gather mana.

Miyo recalled Erich’s teachings.

“Huuh…”

She inhaled and exhaled, slow and controlled. 

Every breath held weight, the air passing through her lips precisely measured.

Erich had never taught her theory.

At this stage, he had said, one could only rely on instinct.

Why had he done that?

Miyo understood now.

Magic was an experimental science.

It wasn’t like mathematics, built upon deductive logic. 

Observation came first—direct experience followed—and only then did the question of “why” become relevant.

In the midst of a life-or-death crisis, her mind became eerily calm.

Pure mana gathered.

Miyo reached out and took the mage’s hand.

Corrupted mana coursed through her body, circulating once before being purified and replaced with normal mana.

Meanwhile, Rachael was still fighting.

She had exchanged several blows with the creature and now understood its strength—and its identity.

“You.”

Her voice was low, dangerous.

“You were the one attached to that giant monster’s head earlier, weren’t you?”

The creature bared its teeth in a grin.

[“Bignol.”]

“Bignol?”

[“That is my name. I am the Technical Advisor of the Demon King’s Third Army. Witness my power.”]

Bignol reached up and plucked several fruits from his head.


Then, he scattered them on the ground.

[“Grow.”]

The mana-infused seeds burrowed into the earth, and moments later, fresh sprouts emerged.

Soon, miniature versions of Bignol clawed their way out of the soil.

[“We may have fallen to this state, but our strength remains as formidable as it was centuries ago. Whelp, I will carve the fear your ancestors felt into your very bones.”]

“Tch.”

Rachael lowered her stance.

She wasn’t interested in whatever the creature had to say.

She was furious.

“You… You dared to leave the mage in that condition?”

Erich Rohnstein.

Her sworn enemy.

The one person she had to fight again. 

The reason she was still alive, despite having lost her family, her friends—everything.

For him to die at the hands of some lowly monster?

Unacceptable.

Rachael summoned every last ounce of her divine power.

No exaggeration.

She was channeling all of it.

The sheer energy condensed around her, forming a dense, glowing aura. 

Even the air itself reacted—tiny droplets of white liquid beaded along her skin and weapon.

[“…That’s Sefiron condensation?”]

Bignol’s grin faded.

[“You really are insane. You seek power beyond what the Goddess has granted? Do you realize what you’re doing to yourself?”]

When a person used more divine power than the Goddess bestowed upon them, they incurred a “debt.”

That debt was a sin.

A punishment for their arrogance.

[“Do you even understand? You could die from this.”]

“I know.”

Rachael didn’t understand his words, but she understood his meaning.

If she continued pulling this much Sefiron, she would collapse—just like the mage.

Or worse—she might die.

Reckless.

That was what the Holy Order called this kind of arrogance.

They warned against it, unless it was for something truly sacred.

Rachael asked herself—

Was this the time for that sacred cause?

“Yes. It is.”

Even the mage had fulfilled his duty.

Twice, he had exhausted his mana to deal a fatal blow to the creature.

He had trusted them—his enemies—to finish the fight.

Rachael could do no less.

To survive.

To end this as quickly as possible.

She had to finish this.

[“Foolish girl.”]

Bignol’s mouth twisted into a smirk.

[“If you fall, the others will die. You don’t even realize that, do you? How utterly stupid.”]

He thought she had lost herself to rage.

Was the mage important to her?

It didn’t matter.

What mattered was that if he dodged her first strike, it would all be over.

Rachael charged.

The clones of Bignol that lunged at her were effortlessly struck down.

They were no match for her.

In less than a second, her spear was at Bignol’s throat.

The divine power radiating from it was overwhelming.

A direct hit would be fatal.

And yet—

[“Parry.”]

Bignol gathered his mana, focusing it at a single point to intercept her attack.

It was a high-level technique—a pinnacle of magic-infused combat.

No matter how much divine power she wielded, with this—he could block it.

The trajectory was clear.

Bignol had already foreseen his victory the moment he activated his explosive step.

“Pierce through.”

Tiiing—!

A streak of searing light shot from behind Rachael, striking Bignol’s attack mid-air and deflecting it. His stance wavered.

“……!”

Less than a second later, Rachael’s spear lunged forward, piercing through his open maw.

“Goddess.”

Rachael, drenched in cold sweat, whispered a prayer.

“Forgive my reckless arrogance.”

A burst of flames illuminated the night.

Bignol’s body was shattered into fragments, scattering into the abyss. 

At the same time, Rachael collapsed to her knees, her breath ragged and uneven.

Her vision blurred. 

Sweat dripped into her eyes.

This… this was the price of overreaching before the Goddess.

Darkness encroached. 

Her consciousness faded.

The warrior who had delivered the final strike fell.

“Damn it.”

Bignol’s final moments arrived. 

Before his sight was lost to the void, he felt it—a pure, untainted flow of mana behind Rachael.

“Who was truly the fool in the end?”

A voice rasped through the air.

“The Valkyrie who overexerted her divine power? Or the remnant of the Demon King’s army, who foolishly believed he stood a chance?”

The mage, Erich Rohnstein, stood up, gripping his side where blood seeped through his robes.

How…?

How was he still standing?

He should have been critically wounded—on the brink of death.

“I… I saw him collapse…”

“…When did you ever get the idea that I lost consciousness?”

Erich narrowed his eyes, a smirk tugging at his lips.

“I saw through your ambush the moment you stepped forward. You were weaker than the Valkyrie, so the only option left to you was a surprise attack.”

“Khh… Khhahaha.”

“So, you were one of the old Demon King’s advisors, weren’t you? Tell me, what exactly is this island? What were you planning here?”

[“I have nothing to tell you.”]

Bignol’s vision blurred. 

Darkness loomed closer.

[“To think I, after centuries of existence, would fall to mere children…”]

For all his years, even he could not escape death. 

He had underestimated humanity’s progress—now, he paid the price.

As his monstrous form disintegrated, mana crystals scattered across the battlefield. 

Among them, one shimmered with an unnatural glow.

“That must be the key to the next island.”

“Senior, are you alright?”

***

As soon as I picked up the crystal, my legs buckled. 

Strength drained from my body.

Beside me, the Valkyrie lay motionless.

We exchanged weak chuckles, exhaustion written across our faces.

“Idiot.”

“Fool.”

I wanted to scold her for recklessly overusing her divine power, but I didn’t even have the energy to speak.

Instead, I lifted my hand.

The Valkyrie, with great effort, raised hers.

Our fists barely touched before dropping limply to the ground.

“Mage!”

I could feel the vibrations in the ground. 

A familiar voice.

The Saint and the Engineer had arrived.

“You reckless idiot! Do you have any idea what you just did?”

I had no energy left to respond.

“You just wasted all your strength again after being healed! You absolute moron!”

I never imagined I’d hear such a scolding from an enemy nation’s Saint.

I had barely escaped death.

Truthfully, I had only pretended to be unconscious. 

But something strange had happened—an unfamiliar flow of mana had been infused into my body.

That was when Miyo stepped in. 

She had just barely grasped the concept of mana circulation, yet she instinctively performed a breath-binding technique.

She extracted the corrupted mana from my body and replaced it with purified mana.

What should have taken three months… 

She had done in mere moments.

Thanks to her, I had just enough strength left to use one small spell.

I had fired a precision stone at Bignol’s feet, disrupting his stance—just enough to ensure Rachael’s strike would land.

Improvised, but effective.

The Saint and the Engineer helped us to our feet.

Thankfully, the base wasn’t far. We reached it quickly.

But the Saint was fuming. 

Her voice, usually serene, was sharp with irritation.

“Both of you—rest. Now! You reckless fools! You suit each other perfectly!”

Rachael and I were laid side by side on the stone beds.

The room was filled with the sound of heavy breathing.

The Saint and the Engineer sniffled, their anger mixed with relief.

Rachael let out an exhausted sigh.

“Valkyrie.”

“Mage.”

“We’re lucky things turned out well… but that was reckless.”

“Don’t you dare die on someone else’s terms. If you go out in some pathetic way, I swear I’ll chase you down in the afterlife just to kill you again.”

Rachael closed her eyes first.

She had overused her divine power to the point of collapse—if she wasn’t exhausted, that would have been the real mystery.

I was just about to follow her into sleep when—

“Mage.”


A voice called out.

“…What?”

I cracked open one eye, irritated.

In the dim light, the Engineer stood between our beds, hesitating.

Then—slowly—she began to unbutton her shirt.
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The Engineer took off her outer garment and draped it over my body. 

A tangy, nutty scent typical of a fox beastkin sharply pierced my nostrils.

It wasn’t unpleasant. 

But I wouldn’t say it wasn’t stimulating either.

It was a smell I’d never encountered before. 

My head felt foggy. 

Could it be pheromones?

“I don’t want you to catch a cold…”  

The Engineer muttered in a low voice.

“Sorry, and thank you.”

Sorry and thank you? 

Those were words for me to say.

I never expected Miyo to learn Mirkil so quickly. 

Thanks to her, I was able to receive pure mana from her. 

That mana saved my life and Valkyrie’s. 

Miyo was my savior.

“Is it okay if I sleep next to you tonight?”

The Engineer climbed up onto the bed quietly.

She nestled between Valkyrie and me.

“Ugh…”

Valkyrie groaned, and the Engineer froze in place at the sound.

She remained rigid for a while, lying still.

Valkyrie, who had been tossing and turning, had calmed down.

With a relieved sigh, the Engineer resumed her movement.

She squirmed around, then lay down, facing Valkyrie.

I see. 

She just likes the stone bed here, doesn’t she?

But doesn’t the saint have another stone bed as well?

Thud.

Something was placed on my stomach at that moment.

It was too dark to see clearly.

I could only tell it was warm and soft.

What is this?

I cautiously raised my hand to my stomach.

The sensation was fluffy and soft, like a well-made cotton blanket. 

The more I touched it, the more addictive it became.

Wait a minute. 

Fluffy and soft?

Could it be…?

“Huh… Hih…”

I quickly pulled my hand away in shock.

The Engineer let out a whistle, turning away. 

Our eyes met.

[“…Pervert.”]

It wasn’t the Engineer.

Miyo smiled slyly.

[“Touching my tail without permission… You’re quite daring.”]

“Ah.”

[“If you keep this up, I’ll remember, and when we go back, I’ll report you.”]

I couldn’t believe it.

[“Report? What report? You’re the one who…”]

[“Marriage report.”]

[“What?”]

[“I’ve never let anyone touch my tail, except family. Most fox beastkins are like that. In other words, touching my tail means you’re courting me.”]

Miyo leaned in closer.

[“What, as a mage, are you attracted to beastkin?”]

[“…Hey.”]

[“I’m a bit attracted to you.”]

I was dumbfounded.

A fox from an enemy country, who I had only met two months ago, was playing hard to get with me.

The moonlight reflecting off Miyo’s smiling eyes was enchanting.

Now I understood why old legends spoke of people being seduced by foxes, losing their hearts—or even their organs.

I gathered my thoughts and asked,

[“You’re joking, right?”]

[“Maybe.”]

[“If it’s a joke, then this is where it ends. I don’t like beating around the bush.”]

[“Oh? Is that so?”]

Miyo leaned closer to whisper in my ear.

“Commander.”

A low, thick voice—definitely a woman’s voice.

Valkyrie was awake.

“Lieutenant Colonel?”

“Why aren’t you on watch? Go back to your post.”

“But…”

“Has the time passed that quickly? You shouldn’t be here. The mage has a hole in his stomach. He needs rest. Don’t make things harder, and sleep somewhere else tonight. That’s an order.”

Miyo turned around, sulking. She didn’t get to say what she wanted.

I turned my head with difficulty.

Valkyrie was staring at me with calm eyes.

In the dark, her irises sparkled like jewels.

“Well, thanks.”

“Suddenly?”

“The mage… if you hadn’t assisted with Valkyrie’s attack, it would’ve missed. If that happened, we all would’ve died.”

Valkyrie mimed cutting her throat.

A chill ran down my spine. We really almost died today.

“Are you okay?”

I shook my head.

I couldn’t lie. It hurt like hell.

The next morning, the saint came to check on my wounds.

She rubbed her darkened eye sockets and yawned.

“Mage, you were such a fool yesterday. You had no mana left, yet you tried casting spells? What were you thinking? You would’ve died if things went wrong, you know that? Should I let a demon take your soul?”

“If that happens, I’m sure the saint will save me.”

“You!”

The saint punched my shoulder repeatedly. 

It hurt, but oddly, it felt like my muscles were loosening up.

Her hands were truly healing.

“Wasn’t our goal survival? You told Lieutenant Colonel Brokenheart we should leave as unharmed as possible!”

“I did it to survive. There was no other way. Valkyrie’s attack had to land. If it missed, we would’ve been wiped out.”

“…I see. That’s a decision only someone from the Magic Kingdom would make. You weren’t wrong. But if things went wrong, you might have made the lieutenant colonel and commander fall for you.”

The saint murmured in a low voice.

“I shouldn’t have said that…”

“What?”

“It’s nothing.”

Just then, the saint’s eyes flickered a pale green.

Green?

What was that again?

[‘Jealousy.’]

[‘She’s jealous.’]

Jealous?

The saint?

The saint cleared her throat with a soft cough.

“By the way, don’t you have something to say to me?”

“Ah, thank you for healing me.”

“There’s no need for thanks. But… make sure you repay this favor someday, okay?”

“How should I repay you?”

“No need to overthink it. Just come to me when I call for you.”

Come when she calls? That was an awfully vague request.

Still, I nodded.

“Yes. No matter where you are, I’ll find you.”

Only then did the saint’s lips curl into a gentle smile.

She left to prepare breakfast, and I remained in bed, lost in thought about last night’s events.

At the very least, I knew that Miyo had taken a liking to me.

That much was obvious.

After all, we had saved each other’s lives.

Bonds like that were bound to deepen.

But how deep did that bond run?

Were the fox sisters merely considering me a comrade, someone they trusted?

Or… was it something more?

A marriage registration?

That had to be a joke, considering the flow of conversation.

“Carsten.”

I turned my head as the saint approached with breakfast.

I couldn’t hold it in any longer.

“Last night, that fox let me touch her tail.”

The saint dropped the bowl in her hands.

“…What did you just say?”

“The fox officer let me touch her tail. She even came to me in the middle of the night.”

The saint, now flustered, hurriedly leaned in, her face uncomfortably close to mine.

“Excuse me,” she murmured before burying her face into my chest and taking a deep sniff.

“What are you doing?”

I demanded.

“Just bear with it for a moment.”

It was embarrassing enough to make my face burn.

But in my current condition, I couldn’t exactly push her away.

“…It smells warm.”

The saint muttered under her breath, as if chewing over the words.

Then, lifting her head, she continued.

“Magician, did the officer say anything to you last night?”

“She called me a pervert.”


“And?”

“She said if I kept touching her tail, we’d have to register our marriage.”

“Did you keep touching it?”

“I touched it once and stopped.”

“Then… that was just a joke. And?”

“She said touching her tail was a form of courtship among her kind… and then asked if I was attracted to her.”

The saint let out a deep sigh.

She rubbed her temple before collapsing onto the edge of my bed, looking utterly exhausted.

Her green eyes darkened, becoming even more intense than before.

“It’s nothing special,” she finally said.

“She’s just showing deep gratitude to the person who saved her life.”

“Is that all?”

“The customs of beastkin are complicated. Their behaviors don’t always translate one-to-one with human actions. That’s why misunderstandings happen so often.”

The saint clapped her hands together.

“In any case, this is a good thing. If our relationships deepen, our chances of leaving this island increase as well.”

It seemed she was right.

Days passed, but the engineer no longer rubbed her tail against me.

Instead, the one sharing my bed from that night onward was the valkyrie. 

It had been a while since we last slept side by side. 

Not that anything happened—both of us were still recovering, merely lying there like lifeless stones.

Still, the valkyrie regained her strength faster than I did. 

While she was up and walking again, I had to continue struggling against the gaping wound in my abdomen. 

Every night, I woke up drenched in cold sweat. 

The wound throbbed mercilessly, and with no proper painkillers, I had to grit my teeth and endure.

Every single day was torture.

The only silver lining was that I wasn’t left to suffer alone.

The valkyrie, the saint, and the engineer all took turns looking after me.

The saint and the engineer, I could understand. 

But the valkyrie?

Had she decided she didn’t want me to die such a pathetic death? 

Or had time softened her hatred toward me?

I hoped it was the latter.

But knowing her, that probably wasn’t the case.

Time passed, and I survived. 

My wounds had started to heal. 

Finally, I reached a stable condition.

“Can you walk now?”

“Yes. Running is still difficult, though.”

I packed a water flask and a few edible fruits. 

That was all I needed.

“Let’s go.”

I couldn’t afford to delay any longer.

Our destination: the forest where the wooden figure had been.

Our goal: to find clues leading to the exit.

***

Once the island’s ruler was slain, something noticeable happened.

The number of monsters significantly decreased.

Ever since I had defeated that wooden monstrosity, there had been a sharp decline in attacks.

As if to prove that point, the midday forest was eerily quiet.

“Whew, how refreshing.”

The saint broke the silence, though her expression suggested she wasn’t entirely at ease.

Her emerald eyes remained a lighter shade of green than usual.

She turned to look at me and the engineer.

“Uh, Officer Riyo?”

“Yes?”

“Would you mind keeping a bit more distance from the magician?”

The engineer had been supporting me as we walked.

Since my movements were still unsteady, I had needed the help.

But the way she was supporting me… was excessive.

“There’s no need to use your tail while holding him up, is there?”

At the saint’s words, the engineer wrapped her tail around my waist even tighter.

The saint’s gaze narrowed dangerously.

“You look tired, Officer. Would you like me to take over from here?”


“Commander, the magician is my lifesaver. He’s only in this state because of me. I should be the one helping him.”

An odd tension filled the air.

Even in the cold depths of the forest, the chill that passed between them felt even icier.

Then, the valkyrie, who had been walking ahead, finally spoke in a dry voice.

“Why don’t we let the magician decide who he wants to support him?”



 
  Chapter 59: Heavy Relationship (7)


When I regained my senses, Rachael found that she was carrying one more military pack.

The name of that pack was “Marshal.”

Rachael thought to herself, ‘Why did this one choose me?’

“Who do you find most comfortable to be supported by?” the Saintess asked. 

Without hesitation, I chose Valkyrie.

There were three reasons for this.

First, Valkyrie and I were closest in height.

Second, Valkyrie’s body temperature was the highest, based on experience.

And lastly, Valkyrie and I were the most distant from each other.

The third reason was my true intention.

Since communication with Valkyrie was difficult, our relationship developed slowly.

I needed to take every opportunity to engage in conversation when possible.

I only mentioned the first reason to the Saintess and the engineer, and that was enough for them to accept it.

The one who looked troubled was Valkyrie.

It wasn’t an emergency, yet I was being asked to be supported by her?

Her expression seemed to say exactly that.

Nonetheless, Valkyrie silently offered her shoulder to me.

It was clear that it was difficult for her, holding her weapon and trying to support me as well.

“Are you tired?”

“No.”

“If you’re tired, I’ll walk on my own.”

“It’s fine.”

As I exchanged words with Valkyrie, we had already reached the deepest part of the forest.

“…Now, let go.”

Valkyrie pushed me off as though she was shooing me away.

The force wasn’t that strong, but it still felt awkward.

I scratched my head and turned my gaze to the Saintess.

“What do you think about splitting into groups to scout?”

“Isn’t it dangerous?”

“It would be hard to camp here. We need to return before nightfall.”

The Saintess nodded in agreement.

“That’s true. Then, don’t go farther than a distance where we can still check on each other’s positions.”

“Understood.”

Although Valkyrie supported me, splitting into groups was another issue. 

We had to consider our combat capabilities and communication balance.

In the end, it was decided that the engineer and I would form one group, while Valkyrie and the Saintess would form the other. 

It was the planned course of action.

“Hehe.”

The engineer chuckled and tapped my waist with her tail.

[“Here we go again.”]

[“Why, do you not like it?”]

[“Why do you keep bringing your tail near me? Do you like me?”]

[“Maybe?”]

[“I told you I don’t like indirect ways of speaking.”]

[“You’re so clueless.”]

Miyo wagged her left tail. It was slowly rising.

[“Liking someone is a broad term. It could mean affection between family, friendship, respect between teacher and student, or love between lovers, right?”]

[“So? What about you?”]

[“I don’t know.”]

[“You don’t know?”]

[“It’s only been two months since I met you. I don’t know enough about you. I can’t answer whether I like you or not.”]

[“But you’ve made a strong impression in that short time. Isn’t it true that mages often see beastfolk as animals? But you didn’t do that. You’ve treated me like a person from the beginning.”]

Miyo continued.

[“Not only that, but you empathized with my past and got angry with me. You said you’d destroy the symbols of those mages who ruined our lives. And you followed through. Just a few days ago, you quickly brought down that tree giant, right? In the end, you even saved my life…”]

Looking back, I had done some things for the engineer that weren’t trivial.

For me, it had been to increase our chances of survival, but those actions also put me in danger.

Was I reckless?

If an enemy were in danger, would I foolishly throw my life away like it was nothing?

[“That’s why I’m thinking about it,”] Miyo said, or rather, the fox sisters spoke.

[“Maybe it’s time for us to become a little closer.”]

The fox half-opened her eyes and shrugged.

[“Well, if you don’t like it, that’s fine. Shall we continue?”]

She turned her back, taking smaller steps than usual.

Her tail swayed gracefully.

But her posture seemed to lack strength.

It was time to make a decision.

I approached the engineer and carefully placed my hand on her left tail.

Miyo jolted and shook her shoulder. 

She slowly turned to face me.

[“Huh?”]

Despite her surprised tone, her lips were smiling.

[“Are we allowed to do this, even though we’re enemies?”]

[“Who decides who’s an enemy and who’s an ally? I do.”]

[“Hmm.”]

Miyo extended her other tail as well.

“Well then, here too.”

[“Show me your resolve.”]

I gently caressed both tails, combining them as though I was petting them.

All the prejudice I had against beastfolk broke down with that softness.

This feeling… maybe it wasn’t so bad.

The foxes smiled.

[“I told you that touching the tail is a courtship, right?”]

[“In a narrow sense, yes.”]

[“You know that? That’s right. But the essence is a sign of intimacy. As long as you don’t disappoint me, I won’t disappoint you either.”]

In other words, if I found myself in danger, she wouldn’t turn her back on me.

That was enough for me.

I could now face the fox sisters without worry.

At that moment, Miyo lowered her upper garment, revealing her smooth, white shoulders.

[“Did you know that even heavy relationships have stages?”]

[“Stages?”]

[“Allowing the tail is something siblings or friends can do. But relationships between people are diverse, and sometimes it’s not enough to define them by just one thing, right? If you really want something special, we’ll need more time.”]

Special relationship…

I didn’t quite understand what she meant.

No, to be honest, I vaguely did, but I wanted to ignore it.

I didn’t want to hear what she was about to say next. 

If I did, I’d surely become flustered.

[“Here, on this shoulder.”]

The fox sisters swept their arms down, smiling sensually.

[“I hope the day comes when your teeth sink in.”]

The scouting ended before nightfall.

After reuniting with Valkyrie’s group, we reviewed and checked what each of us had discovered.

“There were the bodies of soldiers from both nations. Around them, there were these stones as well.”

“Did the corpses look strange to you?”

“Yes, they did. Every single one of them had two heads, and… they seemed to be from different nationalities.”

It was not uncommon to find bodies where the head of a fallen soldier from the Holy Nation had been forcibly attached to the body of a Mage Nation soldier, creating grotesque twin-like corpses.

The Saint shuddered, her shoulders trembling.

“It’s horrifying. No one but a demon could do something like this.”

“It seems that the Demon King’s army and cultist mages are behind this island.”

Cultists, remnants of the Demon King’s forces, island overlords, and soul experiments. 

The secrets of this archipelago were gradually coming to light.

“Is there anything else?”

“Here are some ancient documents and a map.”

“There’s a lot here. Where did you find them?”

“Over there, beneath an ancient tree covered in spiderwebs. They were piled up underneath it.”

“Good. Let’s take them back and examine them.”

That marked the end of today’s expedition. We had gathered all we could. 

This might very well be our last investigation on this island.

We returned to our base.

Due to Valkyrie’s illness, food supplies had become an issue. 

Fortunately, fish had been caught in the traps, and we supplemented our meal with the wild fruits we had gathered.

After dinner, I sat down with the Saint to decipher the ancient texts we had found.

“A technique to weave multiple souls into a single body is needed. Under the protection of the Legion, I began my research on possession. I continued my experiments, refining the designs. The necessary test subjects were provided by Leviathan.”

“Leviathan?”

“After compiling my research so far, the most promising method appeared to be ‘fruit-bearing.’ A tree has a single trunk, yet it bears dozens or even hundreds of fruits. When those fruits fall, they give rise to new life. This became my inspiration.”

“Fruit… could they mean mana stones?”

“At last, I have succeeded. I discovered how to place a human soul into an inanimate object and how to bring life forth from the lifeless. I reported my findings to the Triumvirate. However, most of these reconstituted bodies regrettably collapsed within a short time.”

***

“That’s where the record ends. Below, there is an inverted cross seal.”

“As expected, something is definitely going on.”

I had a theory.

The cultist mages were conducting experiments—experiments on forcibly implanting souls into bodies. 

Their ultimate goal appeared to be possession.

And through this, they were linked to the remnants of the Demon King’s army.


Could it be that the Demon King’s army, thought to be wiped out, had conspired with a faction of rogue mages to create this island?

I examined the other documents.

The more I read, the more my suspicions solidified.

One document was written in the form of a letter. 

The sender was someone named Redoff, and the recipient was named Vinyol.

[Message from the General Staff. Report on contact with the Seven Shadows Assembly. Two matters were discussed. First, the agreement to cooperate in the maintenance of Paradise. Second, the promise of territory after the restoration of the homeland.]

There was no date. 

For now, this was all the information we had.

“Do you think the Mage Nation is aware of this?”

“I can only hope they aren’t. Honestly, what kind of lunatics are these? In this day and age…”

I closed the document and spread out the map. 

Comparing it with the maps we had collected from other islands, I tried to determine what lay ahead.

The mana compass had been well recorded. It was pointing toward the Twin Islands, which had been our original destination. 

So that was the way out.

It was then that Riyo spoke up.

“Oh! I just had a great idea. What if we make a signal beacon?”

“A signal beacon?”

“Yeah!”

Miyo took over the explanation.

“We might run out of resources and need to turn back, or something could go wrong, and we could end up stranded. But this island is rich in resources. There are plenty of fruits, fish, and water, and the climate is mild. It could serve as a supply base. We could build a remote signal tower powered by mana and Sefiron.”

It made sense.

Not all islands were the same. Regardless of where we went next, survival required basic resources.

What if the next destination was nothing but barren rocks?

[“Ugh.”]

[“Eugh.”]

The mere thought of it made my mouth dry.

If we arrived at a place without food or water, we would have to turn back immediately.

The mana compass only pointed towards the exit. To retrace our path, we had to navigate manually using charts.

With that in mind, Riyo and I threw ourselves into building the signal beacon before our departure.

The method was simple. We would use the synchronization properties of the Origin Stone.

Sharpening the stone into a lightning rod shape, we planted it facing the sky. 

Surrounding it with resonance stones, we coated them with sound transmission stones to function as transmitters and receivers.

Of course, it was easier said than done. 

Without the help of the fox sisters, it would have taken much longer. 

Since we lacked advanced tools, we had to carve and assemble everything manually, resulting in a crude-looking device.

Nonetheless, the completed signal beacon was a two-channel communication device, designed to work with both Sefiron and mana.

“Alright! Let’s test it!”

Riyo beamed as she infused the sound transmission stone with divine power.

Wooooooom…

The Sefiron channel activated, and the signal spread outward.

“Do you think we’ll pick up anything?”

“Who knows.”


The engineer and I pressed our ears against the beacon. 

Then—

[“Please, someone help! I’m trapped inside this stone and can’t move! Captain Rachael!”]

[“That mage… how dare they turn me and Olivia into this state… I will never forgive them. If I find them, I will kill them.”]

The voices of the Ascalian people echoed through the signal.



 
  Chapter 60: 3rd Escape (1)


Not far from the base, Rachael and Tiria were gathering food for their journey to the next island after their departure.

“I hope we can leave this island soon,” Rachael said.

“Yes, I hope so too,” Tiria nodded in agreement.

“It’s not a bad place to live, as long as there are no monsters around, but still, I can’t give up on civilization. I miss a warm piece of bread, a glass of hot milk, smoked turkey, and lily soup.”

Rachael swallowed hard.

“By now, the capital must be in the middle of winter, right? I’d love to take a warm bath, lie down on a bed with a fluffy mattress, covered by a soft quilt. I’d play some calm classical music, dim the lights, and lay there with my beloved…”

“Colonel?”

“Ah!”

“Do you perhaps have someone in mind?”

Tiria’s eyes turned a shade of cherry blossom pink.

“If! If I were to consider such a thing! Even saints must marry, right? Ahaha… Oh, come to think of it, the year-end is almost here, isn’t it?”

“Yes, the year-end prayer meeting is right around the corner.”

“We didn’t really have time for a banquet while at war, did we? And you, Major, didn’t either, right? Speaking of which, shall we have a little one ourselves?”

Rachael tilted her head.

“Do magicians have year-end parties?”

“Oh my, are you considering them too?”

“We wouldn’t want a fight to break out over cultural differences, right?”

“Don’t worry. We have year-end parties in Hazkai as well. It’s a common event. As long as we don’t attach any religious meaning to it, no one will feel uncomfortable.”

Rachael nodded and then turned her gaze toward the direction of the base.

Two distant points appeared in the distance. 

They must be the magician and Sergeant Riyo.

“…Year-end party.”

It was only this past summer when she had become enemies with the magicians.

“It’s already that time of year,” Rachael murmured.

“Right? We’ve survived a long time here. The mage’s help was crucial in keeping us alive, wasn’t it?”

Rachael sighed without thinking. 

It was an undeniable fact.

She continued gathering, but her eyes never strayed from the direction of the magician.

Just then, one of the two distant points began to draw closer.

“Colonel, the sergeant is coming this way,” Tiria said.

“Has the signal tower been completed already?”

“Signal tower,” Rachael muttered.

“With that, even if an unexpected situation arises, we can return to this island, right?”

“Yes, I heard it would be finished today.”

Suddenly, Sergeant Riyo bounded over like a rabbit, panting heavily.

“Ha! Ha! Huff! Colonel! Major! Something big’s happened!”

“What’s going on?”

“We activated the signal, and guess what…!”

Rachael dropped her basket as she listened to Riyo’s explanation.

“Are you saying this without a trace of doubt?”

“I swear on my tail!”

Rachael’s expression hardened, and she dashed towards the base where the magician was.

[“BRIMUS AEL KEHQUIL ET LAUM.”]

The demonic language of Huiyan echoed.

Huiyan was coming from the signal tower.

The magician stood with a wax-like, stiff expression, his ear pressed to the receiver.

[“…RWI ZUNACHT BEWN ODD ZWREL SUM!”]

[“THU ARMONT KURT JENNIM OPUMUS SRAM RACHAEL.”]

Two voices.

There was no mistake.

“Daisy, Olivia…?”

The voices of her comrades who had burned to death at the magician’s hand echoed in her ears.

“Riyo.”

“Yeah!”

We smoothed the dirt floor and used it as paper to expand the equations.

The task that followed was to convert the frequency information of the signals into position data.

We extracted vector information from the frequency band and the traces, then compared it with the map.

The Valkyrie watched us with clenched lips, looking quite anxious.

“Done.”

“Where is it?”

“It’s in the same direction as the destination.”

“The same place? The colonel says it’s in the direction of the destination!”

“Is that true?”

The Valkyrie’s expression lightened a little as she fidgeted with her fingers. 

The Saintess spoke.

“I’m glad, it’s not the opposite direction. If we get the chance, let’s try to find our comrades.”

“Thank you for looking out for us.”

“No need to thank me. The reason I’m even here is because of that, you know?”

“Colonel…”

The Valkyrie leaned into the Saintess, who gently patted her back.

I quietly excused myself to avoid disturbing their moment.

The Valkyrie’s old comrades…

Had I not killed them?

If those people became marbles, then it would be the aftermath that mattered. 

I might have to live each day being cursed.

[‘But back then, it was an unavoidable situation. Have you forgotten who tried to harm you first, senpai?’]

[‘David, people usually forget quickly what harm they’ve caused, but they never forget the harm they’ve received. Meeting those souls will be torment in its own way.’]

Worrying about things that haven’t happened was just unnecessary.

I decided to focus on preparing the meal instead.

Before I knew it, night had fallen.

As everyone settled to sleep, I stood watch, replenishing the firewood for the campfire.

Somewhere in the distance, I heard faint sobbing.

“Sniff, sob.”

It was coming from the direction of the signal device.

“Daisy, Olivia.”

It was the Valkyrie. 

She was sobbing, her ear pressed against the signal device.

“I miss you, guys…”

“…?”

“You’re there, right? We can meet again, right? How am I supposed to live without you? I’m scared… I’m so scared. Even when the war ends and I return to society, there won’t be anyone left to be close to. I’m afraid of meeting people. Why do all the people I get close to end up dying?”

I couldn’t understand what she was saying, but it didn’t matter much.

At some point, her crying stopped.


She began speaking again, though her words were shaky.

“I don’t know anything anymore. I’m living with the enemy who killed you. I thought I couldn’t survive on this island without him.”

She paused for a long time, deep in thought, before making a decision.

I carefully approached her from behind.

The Valkyrie mumbled to herself like a madwoman.

It seemed she didn’t hear my footsteps at all.

She kept trembling, rubbing the signal device.

“But, you know? I hate him, but the more we fight, the more I don’t want to hate him. Just a few days ago, if it wasn’t for him, we would have all been dead. He saved me so many times. Isn’t that weird? He’s the enemy, but he’s also my savior. Am I crazy?”

I removed my outer coat and gently draped it over the Valkyrie’s head.

She jumped in surprise, letting out a dazed sound. 

She quickly spun around.

“Ma… Mage?”

Her watery sunken eyes gleamed faintly in the darkness.

“Why… why are you here?”

“Aren’t you cold?”

I set down the glowstone and infused it with mana, brightening the surroundings. 

The Valkyrie tossed my coat back at me, almost angrily.

“I’m fine.”

Once.

“I don’t need it.”

Twice.

“I don’t need it…” 

She mumbled.

By the third time, her resistance began to weaken.

There was no strength left in her words.

I knew it would come to this.

I shook off the coat and properly draped it over her shoulders.

“Put it on. You’ll catch a cold.”

The Valkyrie no longer resisted.

She buried her face between her knees, the faint sound of her sobbing drifting through the air.

It was an unusually cold night for this tropical region.

Yeah, there are nights like this too.





 
  Chapter 61: 3rd Escape (2)


As soon as I woke up, I carved a mark into the rock.

When I counted the marks, it had been well over 120 days since we had been stranded on the uninhabited island. 

It was truly remarkable how long we had managed to survive.

By this point, my military uniform, not to mention my underwear, was beginning to fall apart. 

The smell was another issue. 

I had been washing my clothes with water every now and then, but without soap, it didn’t do much to improve the situation.

Living on a deserted island, these things were inevitable. 

I had to accept it.

“So, I’m thinking about celebrating the passing of another year.”

“You mean a year-end party?”

“Yes, a year-end party. I couldn’t think of that word for a moment.”

I wanted to protest. 

Survival was the priority every day. 

Was there really time for a year-end celebration? 

But as I thought about it, it didn’t seem like a bad idea.

In survival on an uninhabited island, mental strength was just as important as physical endurance. 

Even a small, humble celebration would boost morale tremendously.

“Alright. Let’s do it.”

And so, we set to work collecting food.

There were plenty of plants and fruits scattered all around, but the real challenge was getting meat. 

We spent the next two full days hunting animals.

By the end, we had caught six or so squirrels, three mountain rabbits, two deer, and a wild boar. 

We also managed to catch more than a dozen birds. It was a significant haul.

“This is surely the grace of the Goddess…”

The Saint paused mid-prayer and glanced at me.

“…Or perhaps the grace of the Goddess and Jerem.”

“Mage?”

“Yes?”

“Is it appropriate for a Saint to say such things?”

“It’s because I’m a Saint that I can say this.”

“Sometimes you say the most baffling things.”

“It’s because of you.”

“I’m sorry, what?”

“You can’t just talk about the grace of one particular deity at a year-end celebration. The whole point of this party is unity, right? So, on this day, I’m sure the Goddess will understand.”

I nodded. I too offered a prayer in the style of the Holy Spirit Church.

“Magician?”

“Since the esteemed Saint personally greeted our ancestors, isn’t it right for me to thank the Goddess too?”

“Does your Magic Kingdom say anything about that?”

“Oh yes, they say a lot.”

“We’re the same then. So, we’re both heretics now?”

The Saint covered her mouth and laughed. 

Sometimes a bit ridiculous, but every time I saw her like this, I was reminded that, at her core, she was a dignified person.

While Riyo and I were grilling the meat, the Saint and Valkyrie were preparing the vegetables. The Saint was especially busy, as she was also making stew.

The reason, of course, was because Valkyrie was terrified of fire.

The stew contained all sorts of ingredients—wild greens, fruits, fish meat, meats, and eggs we had found in nests.

[‘A mixed dish.’]

[‘Isn’t this a type of eintopf?’]

[‘Looks like it. I’ve been eating this for years now, honestly kind of tired of it.’]

[‘The government required us to eat it once a month. It tastes fine, but it’s forced, so I never feel like eating it.’]

But even so, this was quite the feast.

If there’s food, there should be drink, but since there was no way to obtain alcohol, we let that slide.

Originally, I had planned to set up a large bonfire, but since Valkyrie was terrified of anything that burned or exploded, we decided to replace that with a different event.

As dusk began to settle, I gathered the Martian rocks and prepared for the show.

“Fireworks display!”

Valkyrie blinked in surprise. She and the Saint began talking to each other.

“What’s the magician doing?”

“He says he’s going to show us fireworks.”

“That crazy bastard!”

Valkyrie attempted to run away, but Riyo blocked her path.

“Sir! It’s an order! Stop that!”

“Come on, it’s not like normal fireworks. Nothing will explode, I promise. Not a single one.”

“What do you mean, fireworks then?”

“These are made from luminous stones and heat elements. If they exploded, the monsters would hear them and rush over, right? This is quieter than a car engine. You just need to watch and enjoy.”

“I still don’t like it!”

“Well, it’s something you can only see in Magic Kingdom.”

While they were bickering, I threw the first Martian stone into the sky. 

When it reached a sufficient height, I chanted the spell.

“Light the way.”

The heat spread.

A soft glow extended in all directions. 

The first beam was yellow, forming the shape of a sunflower.

Next came a milky white flame, drawing a white lotus, followed by a purple flame sketching chrysanthemums. 

In the following moments, all kinds of colors from various stones decorated the night sky.

“One star with magnesium, one star with potassium, one star with sodium, sodium…”

“It’s so beautiful! It’s a shame I can’t take a picture. Don’t you think so, Colonel?”

The Saint poked Valkyrie in the side. 

Valkyrie, shaking so violently she could hardly breathe, cautiously lifted her head. 

And then…

“Of…”

She too was in awe.

“That really was a firework that didn’t explode.”

“And it doesn’t make any noise. Isn’t it gorgeous? It’s like watching flower buds bloom in the night sky.”


“And also, money. This could make money. Since it’s safe, you could make it lighter and sell it to kids…”

It was a relief. 

It seemed like all three of them enjoyed it. 

Valkyrie was still a little shaken, but it wasn’t a huge problem.

Anyway, it was worth preparing for. 

The year-end celebration on the uninhabited island ended in a relatively peaceful atmosphere.

I could only hope that next year, the people of both our nations could share a year-end celebration together.

After the modest party, the four of us had gathered our things and climbed into the lifeboat. 

It had been a long time since our last departure.

“What if we end up here again because of the fog?”

“Well, we already captured that so-called Demon King technical adviser. Surely the leader wouldn’t be left behind?”

And so, our group set sail toward the next island.

Meanwhile, a new shadow fell over the abandoned dwelling.
Rustling.

A spider monster emerged from the thicket. 

With black hair and red eyes, its upper body resembled that of a beautiful woman, but its lower half was that of a spider.

The monster glanced around and then briefly surveyed the sea before snapping its fingers. 

Mana, hidden until now, was released, creating a gust of wind.

The creature, staring beyond the horizon, extended its hand.

[“Shoot.”]

Whoosh!

Silk poured from the monster’s hand, quickly enveloping the camp. 

The water system, the beds, and even the signal devices were all wrapped in silk and drawn together into one spot.

The monster continued casting.

[“Tear.”]

Simultaneously, the ground split open, and a massive pit appeared. 

Sea water poured into the chasm.

The creature waved its hand, tossing the remnants of civilization into the abyss.

Boom! 

Boom! 

Boom!

The pit closed, and everything vanished without a trace.

Next, the monster pulled out a parchment and a quill. 

With its eight legs clicking on the ground, it moved as if strolling.

Scratch, scratch.

[Record from the 28th army. The 3rd army sustained devastating losses and has effectively been disbanded. The exact cause is still under investigation. End.]

The words on the parchment glowed and scattered into the air. 

At the same time, the monster disappeared.

***

At the combined headquarters of the Magic Nation, in the personal office of General Tetmon Giffold of the Air Force.

“Attack the Elf Kingdom? Are you out of your mind?”

Tetmon slammed his fist on the desk, enraged.

Why attack the elves, who haven’t even done anything? 

What kind of idiocy has come out of the brain of someone who suggested this plan?

“Is this some sort of joke?”

“It’s the decision of His Excellency the Supreme Commander.”

Tetmon was about to explode. 

“What kind of idiot is pulling this nonsense?”

“Are you out of your mind?” 

Adora answered, chewing on bubblegum. 

She made a slicing motion with her hand across her throat.

“Father, if it were another officer, they’d be dead by now. I’m only giving you a chance because you’re my father. Watch your mouth, or things won’t end with just you losing your clothes.”

“Try and strip me. Is that what you’re suggesting? That guy, Dit, also disappeared, and you’re telling me the Southern Command is still running without me? Let’s see how well that goes.”

“Do you need to spill blood to prove a point?”

Clink.

Adora drew her blade from its scabbard and aimed it. 

Her expression twisted into a threatening frown. 

Tetmon recoiled in shock, pointing a trembling finger at her.

“Has this girl lost her mind? She dares draw a sword in front of her father?”

“I’m your daughter, yes. But before that, I’m the hunting dog of His Excellency the Supreme Commander. Say that again. What do you think of His Excellency’s decision?”

“Are you going to put that sword down?”

“You’d better answer me first.”

Adora pressed the blade closer. 

Tetmon’s eyes widened. He had noticed his daughter’s strange behavior for some time, but he never imagined it would go this far.

“Fine. Have the operation planned if you must. But losing a war is not going to be the end of it.”

“I disagree. If we don’t wipe out the elves, who are supplying the Holy Spirit Kingdom with weapons and money, how can our mages hope to win the war? Yes.”

“Is that what that man said?”

“Watch your words…”

“Adora.”

“Yes.”

Tetmon rose from his chair.

“You know as well as I do, Pinarn is a maritime nation. The ones holding power are not the wood elves, but the water elves. They’re experts in naval warfare. They’re not an opponent we can just touch with our land forces.”

“No, we have unmanned drones and invincible submarine fleets. Our technological advancements are more than enough. What do you think those who play with spirits will do when war breaks out?”

“Don’t underestimate the enemy, Adora.”

“You’re the one who’s underestimating our soldiers.”

Adora sheathed her blade. 

She threw her used bubblegum into a tissue and calmly wiped her hands before giving a small bow.

“Anyway, this isn’t a discussion. I’m here to notify you. We’ll soon have to fight a two-front war, so I’d appreciate it if you’d pay attention to the troop deployments. Yes, that’s all.”

With a sound of clattering, Adora’s presence vanished.

Tetmon collapsed into his chair.

“Ha.”

His blood pressure spiked. He never imagined he’d be threatened with death by his own flesh and blood. He couldn’t even blame his aide.

“What should I do with that girl…?”

Look at this. 


She didn’t even throw the tissue away properly.

Tetmon ground his teeth, picked up the tissue, and cursed.

“I warned her so many times not to chew gum during work…”

Unfolding the tissue absentmindedly, Tetmon’s eyes widened.

“…Blood?”



 
  Chapter 62: How to overcome trauma (1)


It had been a full day since we set sail.

“Ugh.”

Valkyrie groaned, unable to withstand the seasickness. 

Since the Saint and Riyo were rowing, I patted her back.

“Hey, you okay?”

“Don’t… talk to me…”

There wasn’t much I could do to help. 

It wasn’t like we could get seasickness medicine out here.

“Awooo!”

Riyo suddenly howled.

“Mage! Major!”

“What?”

“There! An island! I see an island!”

“Where?”

“Over there!”

I squinted. 

She was right. 

It might be just a reef, but land was land. 

If we could set foot on it, we could let Valkyrie rest.

We rowed harder, increasing our speed. 

Fortunately, it wasn’t a reef—it was a new island. 

At last, we had escaped that cursed place.

But something was off.

“What… is that?”

“It looks like fire.”

Flames were rising all over the island.

“Is it because it’s dry?”

“Wait… this isn’t just a wildfire.”

I focused on the flames.

“There’s no smoke. And the fire… it’s glowing blue.”

The flames weren’t weak, but they weren’t spreading either. 

They remained in place, flickering like petals in the wind. 

Even as we approached, there was no smell of burning.

This wasn’t normal.

It was my first time seeing something like this. 

Strange, but nothing more than a curiosity.

Except for one person.

“Wh-what is that…?”

Valkyrie, who had been suffering from seasickness, lifted her head. 

Her already pale face turned even whiter.

Her voice trembled. 

Her breathing grew erratic.

“No… No, absolutely not.”

Suddenly, she burst out in panic.

“We can’t go there! We must not go there! Fire is everywhere! We can’t! No! No! NO!”

“Major? Major! Get a grip!”

“No, I don’t want to, I can’t—”

This was the most intense reaction we had seen from her yet. 

The Saint and the fox sisters looked shaken. 

We had been told Valkyrie had a trauma related to fire, but we hadn’t expected it to be this severe.

Even I was a little taken aback. 

But knowing her past, I could understand. 

To Valkyrie, this island must have looked exactly like the scene from that day.

“L-let’s just go back… please…”

“Alright, alright. We’ll go back.”

I patted her back as I checked our supplies.

We had enough food to last until we got back. 

Water was a little short, but we could purify seawater with zeolite if needed.

It was a shame to turn back after coming this far, but this island definitely seemed dangerous. 

If we were to return, we’d need to be much better prepared.

[“Flow.”]

I took out the resonance stone and infused it with magic.

The stone should resonate with the signal beacon left at the camp and guide us back.

[“Hm?”]

[“Huh?”]

“What the—?”

The resonance stone pointed to our current location.

There were usually two reasons for this: either it was trying to reset its location, or there was no set location at all.

Thinking it was a mistake, I tried again.

Same result. 

The resonance stone wasn’t giving us a direction.

It was clear—the latter was the case.

Which meant… the beacon was gone.

“What’s wrong?”

“The signal isn’t coming through.”

“What?”

“The beacon must have been destroyed.”

Everyone’s faces turned serious. 

Especially Valkyrie. 


She looked utterly devastated.

I spoke calmly.

“If it broke, it was likely due to monsters or a natural disaster. I hid it in a secure place, but I never expected something to happen in just one day.”

“So… what do we do now? We can’t go back to the original island?”

“We can, but it’ll be a much harder journey.”

Navigating back by instinct alone was madness on the open sea.

A lifeboat like ours was especially vulnerable to storms. 

Even if we knew the general locations of the islands, strong waves could easily push us off course.

“If we run into a storm, we could drift for days. Worst case, our food might rot, and we’ll have to starve.”

That would drop our survival chances significantly.

We had spent too much time getting here.

It was time to decide.

Do we enter the island, or retreat and regroup?

The Saint and Riyo exchanged glances. 

The Saint spoke first.

“If we just take down the leader quickly, we can leave, right?”

“That makes sense, but we don’t know what kind of monster lives here. We need to gather information first.”

“I understand. But I still think moving forward is better than turning back.”

I asked the fox sisters the same question. 

They agreed with the Saint.

“What about you, Mage?”

“I agree as well.”

My mana compass pointed to this island. 

If we didn’t defeat its leader, we wouldn’t be able to escape.

That made three in favor.

One more, and it would be unanimous.

The Saint gently took Valkyrie’s trembling hand.

“Major, come on. This is just a wildfire. A little rain will put it out. Please, just bear with it.”

“I… I’m sorry, Colonel. I’m too scared. I can’t even open my eyes properly.”

“My mana compass is pointing to this island. Your friends might be here.”

“…Daisy and Olivia?”

“Yes. Will you ignore them if they’re here?”

Valkyrie looked up at the island. 

Her golden eyes quivered as if shaken by an earthquake.

Trauma is a wound of the mind. 

Telling someone to ‘just overcome it’ is like telling a person without legs to run. 

If that were possible, they would already be superhuman.

“Ah… ngh… damn it…”

Was Rachael Brokenheart a superhuman?

I don’t know. 

To me, she was just a fragile girl. 

Strong, yes. 

Sharp-minded, yes. 

But still a girl carrying unhealed scars.

“I’ll… I’ll go. I’ll do it. If I don’t overcome this now… I’ll…”

She clenched her eyes shut.

“…I can’t live like this forever.”

“Don’t push yourself too hard.”

Fortunately, with the Saint’s gentle persuasion, there was no major conflict. 

If it had been just me and the fox sisters, convincing her might have been much harder.

“Let’s split into two teams.”

As I lowered the Saint and Riyo onto the shore, I made my request.

“Please set up a camp here while we explore. Valkyrie and I will scout around the island and map out the coastline.”

“Understood. How long will it take?”

“We’ll be back before sunset at the latest.”

I began rowing, watching as the figures of the Saint and Riyo grew smaller in the distance.

Valkyrie, gripping the oars on the opposite side, matched my pace, though her eyes were slightly unfocused from seasickness.

For a while, neither of us spoke. But we both knew why we were here. One of the purposes of this exploration was to find Valkyrie’s fallen comrades.

That’s right. We were looking for the enemy soldiers I had killed.

If they had turned into stone, like David and Kalon, what would they think when they saw me standing beside their friend? 

No doubt, they would urge Valkyrie to kill me.

And then what? 

Would all the goodwill I had built up crumble to dust? 

Would the fragile balance between us begin to crack?

“Haaah…”

Valkyrie let out a deep sigh. 

Her complexion was pale. 

Maybe I should have let her set foot on solid ground, even just for a moment.

“Pass me that stone,” she said.

“This one?”

I handed her the stone tablet and channeled mana into it.

A detailed map of the island’s perimeter began to take shape, marking the various terrains and structures.

This was an essential task. 

We needed to determine where the island’s ruler might be located.

The island was divided into three main areas:


	A relatively safe sandy beach with minimal fire hazards.


	A field with patches of dry grass, scattered flames appearing and disappearing unpredictably.


	A treacherous coastal cliff, engulfed in flames and exuding an ominous presence.



Focusing my senses, I detected a dense flow of mana emanating from the cliffside.

That must be where the ruler resided.

Approaching from the cliffside would be suicidal.

It would be wiser to circle around through the beach and the field.

By the time the sun hovered just above the horizon, we returned to the beach where we had left the others.

“How did it go?” Riyo asked.

“We’ve roughly determined the ruler’s location. It would be best to observe the situation overnight and decide our next course of action. How far along is the camp setup?”

“Honestly, not much progress. Flames keep bursting from the ground randomly, then disappearing. I’ve never seen an island this insane.”

“Does that mean we’ll have to sleep on the lifeboat?”

“That seems likely,” she said, worry evident in her voice.

“For now, let’s eat first. We need to finish the meat before it spoils.”

Riyo used a resin-coated stick to transfer fire from a nearby flame, starting a small campfire. We roasted the meat directly over the flames.

Wiping sweat from my brow, I remarked, “The first day on any island is always the toughest.”

“Still, this isn’t the worst, right? We have drinking water, food, and people to talk to. And having you here is the biggest advantage. Given that this is an uninhabited island, I’d say we’re doing pretty well.”

“That’s true. Ah, it’s done.”

The meat wasn’t particularly tasty—we had only managed to mask the smell with a few wild vegetables, and none of us had any real cooking skills. 

It was dry and tough, but under these circumstances, it was a feast.

After handing portions to the Saint and Riyo, I turned around. 

Valkyrie hadn’t stepped off the lifeboat once since we returned.

“Here. Your meal.”

“Bring it here,” she muttered.

“Come on, just step out for a bit. It looks safe enough around here.”

Valkyrie frowned, hesitating. 

She seemed to be battling some internal struggle. 

Forcing her wouldn’t help; our relationship was already precarious.

“Huff… Huff…”

Taking deep breaths, Valkyrie finally extended a leg over the edge of the boat. 

Slowly, cautiously, as if dipping into unfamiliar waters, she took his first step onto the sand.

She moved with such hesitation that I swallowed involuntarily, my throat bobbing.

Like a child taking her first steps, she carefully made her way forward. 

The sand was slightly warm, but with her shoes on, it should be fine—

Just as that thought crossed my mind, I felt a strange surge of mana beneath us.

It was hot. 

Intense.


I snapped my gaze downward. 

The sand was shifting.

A monster?

The moment the thought struck me, I moved.

A massive, rock-armored insect burst from the ground, spewing blue flames as it lunged at Valkyrie.



 
  Chapter 63: How to overcome trauma (2)


It was an ambush.

But in reality, it was only a half-hearted attempt at one.

I had sensed the creature’s mana several seconds before it struck.

Because of that, I was the first to react among our group.

“Pierce through.”

I severed the monster’s head with a heated wire.

A dull clang rang out, and the fiery trajectory of the beast twisted.

I grabbed Valkyrie and rolled onto the sand.

“Ugh!”

The ground was scorching.

If I hadn’t been wearing my uniform, my arms and back would have been burned.

With a furious hiss, the creature burrowed back into the earth.

“Mage!”

“Are you okay?”

By the time the Saintess and Riyo arrived, a step too late, the beast was already preparing its next attack.

I tracked the flow of its mana.

Its next strike would come from below—shooting upward.

It was fast, but not unavoidable.

Whoosh!

I yanked Valkyrie to my side, snatching the spear she had been holding. 

The moment the creature lunged, I drove the spear down.

Crack!

The monster caught the tip between its fangs and snapped it in two. 

A sickly blue flame leaked from between its teeth, and a searing heat crawled up my arm like centipede legs. 

I hurriedly pulled my hand away.

I reached into my pouch and retrieved another mana stone.

Ever since the last island, where we defeated the Wooden Idol, we had acquired high-quality mana stones. 

I didn’t know which one had been the key to our escape, but one thing was certain—every mana stone had its use.

“Leaf, bloom.”

As I chanted, vines burst forth from the stone.

The tendrils slithered into the beast’s open maw, forcing their way down its throat. 

They threaded through its body, from head to tail, piercing clean through.

The creature thrashed, trying to resist—but it was futile. 

The vines bore reverse-facing thorns; the more it struggled, the deeper they dug.

“Mage!”

“We’ll help!”

Riyo and the Saintess charged, axes in hand.

Their blades found the seams of the creature’s skull. 

Riyo gritted her teeth and pressed down with all her strength.

Crunch!

The monster’s head tore apart with a sickening crack. 

It let out a long, thin shriek before collapsing.

“…Did we get it?”

I wasn’t sure yet.

I drew my carbon steel knife and stabbed it into the spot where Riyo’s axe had landed. 

Twisting the blade, I slashed at an angle, aiming to sever the creature’s central nervous system completely.

Squelch!

The sensation of slicing through flesh sent a shiver down my spine. 

A thick, clay-like substance oozed out.

I pulled the knife free and stomped down on its limp head. 

A grotesque squelch echoed as jelly-like chunks spilled out, filling the air with the stench of decay. 

I swallowed back nausea and finished the job.

“Phew…”

I quickly retrieved the mana stone before kicking the lifeless husk into the sea.

“Is everyone alright?”

“I’m fine.”

Despite the ambush, we had emerged with no major losses.

The battle was over.

But for Valkyrie, it was just beginning.

“Uhh… hhng… hhh!”

“Lieutenant?”

“Ah… AAAH!”

Valkyrie let out a scream and bolted toward the ocean, throwing herself into the waves. 

She furiously scrubbed at her skin, desperate to rid herself of something unseen.

“Hot! It burns! It hurts!!”

Her body wasn’t on fire. 

There were no burn marks. 

At most, she might have been lightly singed by stray embers—but that wasn’t enough to warrant such a panicked reaction.

The real reason for her pain was something else.

Trauma.

“Lieutenant! Please calm down!”

“You’re not burning! You’re okay!”

The Saintess and Riyo tried to hold her back, but she fought them like a cornered animal.

“Mom! Dad! Someone—someone help me!”

For the past two years, I had seen countless soldiers return from war with wounds of the mind.

Some became anxious in certain situations.

Some lashed out in anger.

Some, at their worst, attacked their own comrades.

Valkyrie was no different.

If I didn’t calm her down now, things would escalate.

“Carsten.”

I motioned for the Saintess to step back.

“Let me try.”

“How? Even my healing magic isn’t working. This won’t be easy!”

“I’ve dealt with soldiers like her before—without magic. Let me try once.”

The Saintess hesitated, then nodded.

“Alright. Do you need anything?”

“Yes. Just tell me a few simple words in her language.”

After the Saintess taught me the words, I turned my attention back to Valkyrie. 


She was still scooping up seawater and flinging it wildly, as if trying to put out invisible flames.

As expected.

That day—the day her home and village were burned by heretics—was replaying in her mind.

Simple comfort wouldn’t work.

I had to see what she was seeing.

I had to step into her world.

I took a deep breath and spoke.

“Little lady, what happened to the fire station?”

“T-The fire… I have to put it out…”

“Oh dear, your whole body is covered in soot. Are you hurt?”

“It’s hot… Please help me…”

“Hold on, just a moment. I’ll help you right away.”

The seawater was surprisingly warm.

Probably because this island was still burning.

To calm her down, I needed cold water.

I pulled out a purification stone and gathered a small amount of seawater. 

Then, I compressed my mana to its limit. 

The dense energy triggered condensation, causing a rapid cooling reaction.

The purified water was now colder than the sea.

Pouring every ounce of mana into the process, I created two full containers of ice-cold water. 

Slowly, I trickled the chilled liquid over Valkyrie’s arms and head.

“Ah… it’s cold…”

“There we go. The fire’s all gone. That was close—we almost had a disaster. Now, let’s wrap up your wounds and get some rest, alright?”

“…Ah.”

Valkyrie’s breathing steadied.

The flames in her mind flickered and died.

For now, at least, she was safe.

The Valkyrie’s Eyes Slowly Closed.

I caught her limp body in both hands.

“It’s done now.”

“H-How…?”

The Saintess gasped in surprise.

“What did you do?”

“I simply aligned her vision with reality. Situational plays like this tend to work quite well.”

“Magus, you…?”

For the first time, the Saintess’s eyes shimmered with three colors—pink, yellow, and blue.

“I feel ashamed of myself. I receive power from the Goddess of Healing, yet I couldn’t even heal someone’s trauma.”

“No, you’re doing well enough as it is.”

Truthfully, I hadn’t been sure whether this would work. 

It was something I tried based on experience, and I happened to get lucky. 

In other words, it was a fluke.

[“Riyo, Miyo, make me a fan from the remaining bamboo. A large one, if possible.”]

“Huh? Okay.”

“Carsten, it looks like we’ll have to spend the night on the lifeboat again on this island. Please prepare the sleeping arrangements.”

“I agree. This place is just too dangerous.”

Blood had splattered onto my uniform during the battle with the monsters. 

I didn’t mind the stains, but the real problem was the filth and the stench. 

If I didn’t clean it properly, it might attract more creatures—or worse, lead to disease.

I took off my clothes and then removed the Valkyrie’s outer garment. 

The Saintess, who had just returned after tying the rope to a rock, let out a shocked shriek.

“W-What are you doing?!”

“It’s not what you think.”

“And how do you know what I’m thinking?”

“Your eyes—pink.”

“Ah.”

She immediately covered her face with both hands and let out a distressed groan.

I smirked.

“Are you perhaps a pervert?”

“What?! Who’s a pervert? And what about you? Why are you hugging the Lieutenant like that?!”

“This is psychological therapy.”

“How is that therapy?!”

“In the Magic Kingdom, we do this for people with trauma. It helps them unconsciously realize that they are not alone.”

“Then I’ll do it.”

“It’s best if the person who calmed them down in the first place continues.”

A shade of gray flickered in the Saintess’s eyes. She pouted.

“You’re not just using this as an excuse to get close to her, are you?”

“Did you forget that the Valkyrie and I are sworn enemies?”

“That’s… true, I suppose.”

“This is purely for survival. If we want to make it through this island, the Valkyrie has to be at her full strength. I’ll do whatever it takes to help her overcome her trauma. This is not because I enjoy it.”

Taking her trauma into account, stepping onto this island had been a gamble.

Then again, turning back to the previous island would be just as dangerous. 

If we ran into a storm, that would be the end. 

No matter which choice we made, there was no guarantee of safety.

If both options were risky, moving forward was better than retreating.

“Goddess of Healing, please grant peace to this lost lamb.“

The Saintess murmured a prayer of serenity. 

The Valkyrie’s breathing grew steadier. 

I carried her toward the lifeboat and settled in, still holding her in my arms.

“Tch.”

This island was insane.

It was designed so that I had no choice but to comfort my enemy in order to progress.

The two little stones made their usual ‘oing oing’ noises, disturbing the peace. 

I glared at them and told them off.

Flames roared.

Rachael stood at the center of the inferno.

Her entire body was on fire. 

The heat was unbearable.

She frantically scooped up water and threw it over herself and her home, but it was useless. 

The pain didn’t fade.

She couldn’t breathe. 

The despair was suffocating.

And then—salvation came.

“Little lady, what’s wrong? Why did you call the fire department?”

A firefighter stood before her.

Rachael sobbed in desperation. 

She needed help. 

She needed them to put out the fire. 

The pain was too much.

“Wait right here. We’ll help you soon.”

Moments later, an icy chill descended upon her. 

Rachael shuddered as the unbearable heat disappeared in an instant.

The fire was gone.

“Let’s wrap you up in some bandages and get you some rest, okay?”

A warmth enveloped her. Not the scorching heat from before, but something gentle. 

It felt like being in the arms of family.

She wanted more of that warmth.

Rachael reached out.

And slowly—her eyes fluttered open.

“…?”

The first thing she saw was a man’s bare skin.

His firm muscles were right in front of her. 

She herself was also completely undressed, held tightly against him.


Rachael panicked and lifted her gaze.

“Oh, you’re awake.”

In the dim light, Erich’s eyes gleamed.

Rachael gasped and shoved him away. 

As she gradually understood the situation, her face turned as red as a ripe persimmon.
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Atop the tallest cliff on the island, a five-story stone pagoda, encased in flickering blue flames, stood solemnly.

At its very top sat a monstrous being, humanoid in form but with a body entirely encased in stone, resting upon a throne of rock.

A slate before him glowed, inscribing words into existence.

[-Record from the 28th Army. The 3rd Army has suffered devastating losses and is effectively disbanded. The exact cause is under investigation. Over.]

The stone beast read the words in silence before muttering to itself.

“…Bignol has fallen, then.”

The report mentioned an ongoing investigation into the cause, but only fools would take that at face value. 

Someone had deliberately omitted part of the information.

But why?

The monster closed its eyes in contemplation when suddenly—

“Lord Redoff!”

A fire lizard came scurrying in, breathless.

“What is it?”

“Humans have arrived on the island!”

“Be specific.”

“Two humans, one beastkin, and one Lumina. They landed at the southeastern cove with a small boat. They killed our scout and established a foothold!”

Redoff opened his eyes and rose from his throne, bits of stone crumbling from his body.

“So, it’s them.”

“What do you mean, my lord?”

“Several islands have gone silent recently. There can be no division within the Emperor’s legion, which means these intruders have been rampaging through the region.”

Who were they?

Who were these fools daring to disrupt the Paradise Plan?

“Gather more intelligence. Once we understand their strength, we’ll devise a strategy to capture them.”

“That won’t be necessary, my lord. We will personally hunt them down and bring back their corpses.”

“Hmm, very well. See that you do.”

Redoff smiled in satisfaction.

As the fire lizard flicked its tail and rushed off, Redoff turned and strode into a small chamber. 

The room was filled with polished mana stones and intricate devices, each meticulously arranged.

He ran his fingers over them, his voice a murmur of appreciation.

“Beautiful.”

A low hum filled the room as the stones vibrated in unison.

His gaze settled on two particularly exquisite mana stones, their polished surfaces gleaming like gemstones.

“Today, I’ll experiment with these.”

Click.

He inserted the stones into a device. 

Immediately, a woman’s voice burst forth.

“Cough, cough! Do you really think you’ll get away with this?!”

“The Holy Kingdom’s rescue team will be here soon! When Lieutenant Rachael arrives, you’ll be as good as dead!”

Redoff chuckled. 

He paid no heed to their threats and continued with his work. 

He transplanted the mana stones into a golem’s core and then pressed a searing-hot iron bar against them.

“AAAAAHH!”

“KYAAAH!”

“Six seconds, seven seconds… That’s about the limit.”

It took several seconds for the souls within the stones to register pain. 

That was far too slow.

“Useless.”

Even if a soul descended, if the synchronization with the vessel was off, it was nothing but dead weight. 

Without perfection, not only would the Emperor’s return be impossible, but even their esteemed clients’ demands would not be met.

Redoff furrowed his brow in thought. 

His research continued late into the night, the tortured screams of two women echoing through the highest chamber of the stone pagoda.

***

“…I’m sorry.”

Rachael lowered her head.

“I showed weakness. I’ve caused trouble. I have nothing to say in my defense. Punish me according to wartime regulations.”

“Lieutenant, get up.”

Tiria gently pulled her to her feet.

“You’re not at fault. You’re just… unwell. It’s normal to struggle. No one is blaming you, so please stop being so hard on yourself.”

“She’s right, Lieutenant.”

Riyo chimed in, nodding. 

The mage, standing a little apart from the group, merely tilted his head in acknowledgment. 

He wasn’t upset with Rachael—if anything, his eyes held concern.

“…Still, I deeply regret what happened.”

“We’ve already accepted your apology. If you really want to say something, thank the mage instead.”

“Huh?”

“The only reason you snapped out of your panic so quickly was because of him.”

Rachael’s gaze drifted, unfocused.

“You two have your differences, I know. But when it mattered most, he was the one who brought you back.”

“Chi, oh…”

She already knew.

It was thanks to him that she had regained control of herself.

Her thoughts wandered back to that day—

The day they encountered the sirens.

Caught in their illusion magic, Rachael was forced to relive her most horrific memories in excruciating clarity. 

She watched her parents die before her eyes once again. 

She was nearly assaulted by mages once more.

Had the vision continued, had she been left to suffer longer, she would have been utterly broken.

Yet, in that darkest moment, the one who reached out and pulled her from the nightmare was not a priest of the Holy Order.

It was Erich Rohnstein, the mage.


His name surfaced in her mind.

Even though it had been an illusion, Erich had been furious—enraged at the sight of those false mages’ cruelty. 

He had struck them down, then taken her by the hand and guided her out of the spell’s grasp.

Illusion magic was a forbidden art. 

If left unchecked, it would liquefy the victim’s brain, leading to an agonizing death.

That day, Rachael had nearly died.

And Erich had saved her.

He was her savior.

And now, he had done it again.

Not only had he rescued her from a monster’s ambush, but he had also pulled her from the abyss of her own mind.

Had he merely shared his rations or shielded her from an attack, she could have dismissed it as calculated kindness. 

That kind of debt could be ignored.

But this—this was different.

Now, she owed him.

A debt of the heart.

Rachael clenched her fists.

‘How could someone be so kind…?’

There was nothing else. 

The only wrong the magician had done to her was one thing—killing her two comrades.

She had endured all this time by building a wall around her heart. 

She had drawn a line. 

She had not extended any kindness beyond what was necessary for survival on this deserted island.

That was why.

If she said thank you now, there might be no turning back.

“Lieutenant, go ahead,” Tiria urged gently. 

Her tone was one that expected her to uphold basic human decency.

Rachael struggled to open her mouth.

“Th… thank… you…”

The magician gave a small nod. 

His expression, too, was filled with complexity. 

Perhaps he was wrestling with the same dilemma.

Yes, if she really thought about it, this too could be considered an act of survival. 

If they wanted to take down the island’s ruler, they needed each other’s help. 

He had helped out of necessity.

Yet, even if the kindness was false, in the end, kindness was still kindness. 

She couldn’t coldly reject it.

Rachael let out a sigh.

If this continued, she might never be able to avenge her fallen comrades.

It was, truly, a frustrating night.

After flattening the ground near the sea and securing the boat so it wouldn’t drift off with the waves, they lay down on the lifeboat.

But—

“Ugh, it’s cramped,” someone complained.

Of course, space was tight.

The only consolation was that one of them had to stay awake for the night watch.

“I’ll take the first shift,” the saintess volunteered, perching herself on a tall rock.

That left three of them in the boat—myself, Riyo, and Valkyrie.

The sleeping arrangement ended up with Valkyrie, then Riyo, then me, which was only natural.

Riyo had a fondness for me, whereas Valkyrie had nearly none.

This setup was the least awkward for everyone.

Night deepened.

Miyo turned to me with a grin.

“It’s cold at night, isn’t it?”

“Not really.”

This island was dry and hot.

Even with my upper body bare, I didn’t feel any chill.

Miyo puffed out her cheeks.

“I told you before, you’re really dense.”

“What do you mean?”

“This is when you’re supposed to say it’s cold. Then, I would have given you my coat.”

I hesitated before answering.

“I guess… it is a little cold?”

“Hmm.”

Miyo’s eyes narrowed mischievously.

She rustled around before taking off her coat and draping it over my shoulders.

“Now we’re sharing a blanket, aren’t we?”

“…What exactly do you mean by that?”

“Take a wild guess.”

She tilted her head slightly, a playful glint in her eyes.

That’s when the voices started up again—

‘Ohhh, I might actually cry. We’re witnessing the day Erich finally gets into a romance! Even if it’s with a beastkin.’

‘Right? Is this really the same Erich who used to say he preferred stones over women back in the academy? My heart is swelling with pride.’

…The stones were at it again.

‘But if this is happening with Valkyrie, the engineer, and the saintess, who’s he actually going to end up with?’

‘I… I have seen the light. Beastkin are the best.’

‘You crazy bastard. No matter what, isn’t there a physiological barrier?’

‘She’s just a person with animal ears and a tail. What’s the big deal? If you’re so opinionated, then who do you think is better?’

‘Personally, I’d choose the saintess. Erich is kind but quite reserved. He needs someone who’s expressive and affectionate to bring out his potential.’

‘Potential? What kind of potential? Gravitational potential? David, you fool. You know nothing. Marriage is about shared interests. The engineer is into magic and engineering. Why would you pair him with a devout Holy Spirit believer? That’s a recipe for disaster.’

‘I just think a gentle and reliable wife is better. Look at what the saintess does—she cooks, she washes clothes, she comforts people… she does everything.’

‘Hah!’

Unbelievable. 

Now even the stones were debating my love life.

‘Just go to sleep already!’

‘We’re stones. We don’t need sleep.’

‘We’ll try to keep it down since you must be tired.’

Don’t. Even. Start.

‘Alright, let’s continue. We need to find a compromise.’

‘If not the saintess, how about Valkyrie?’

‘Valkyrie killed us, so she loses points. Erich isn’t too keen on her because of that. But who knows what the future holds? If the two of them truly want each other, I wouldn’t object.’

‘Realistically, do you see that happening?’

The stones showed no signs of stopping. 

Though their voices had dropped to whispers, their conversation remained intense.

‘Damn it, David. No matter how I think about it, I prefer beastkin.’

‘Why can’t you appreciate the saintess’ elegance? I expected better from you.’

‘You little brat—’

At some point, I dozed off.

I wasn’t sure how much time had passed when I stirred. 

It was about time to switch the watch.

But—huh?

As I tried to sit up, a warm and heavy sensation pressed against me, from my chest to my legs.

Ah, this feeling.


It was the fox sisters, wasn’t it?

I could hear soft, even breathing against me.

I reached for the glowstone near my head, intending to wake Riyo.

But it wasn’t Riyo.

Valkyrie was curled up against me, sound asleep.
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The dawn broke.

“We can get water from the purification stone. Finding food should be our priority.”

The four of us set off from Sabine in a small boat, rowing toward the other side of the island. 

Eventually, we landed on a gently sloping field.

Luckily, the land wasn’t entirely barren. 

We found edible roots, a primitive grain called Rakut beans, and even small insects and reptiles scurrying through the low shrubs—decent sources of energy despite their unappetizing appearance.

“…It’s not exactly abundant, though.”

“It’s better than nothing.”

On this desolate island, just having food was a blessing in itself.

Ironically, the island’s greatest advantage was also its greatest danger: fire.

The flames were everywhere, flickering steadily across the fields. 

They did not spread, nor did they emit smoke—they simply burned, unwavering and constant.

Despite their strange properties, the heat was real. 

A freshly caught lizard, skewered onto a branch, cooked almost instantly when placed near the fire. 

After a quick meal of roasted meat and water, we resumed our journey.

“This island isn’t suitable for a base camp,” I said. 

“It’d be more efficient to keep moving, gathering food as we go while we explore deeper.”

I unfolded the stone tablet, comparing our current location to the map we had been engraving as we scouted the island. 

It didn’t take long to pinpoint a likely spot.

“There. The leader should be in that direction.”

Riyo and the Saint took the lead, keeping a sharp watch. 

Riyo, especially skilled in reconnaissance, could detect monsters before they got too close.

I turned around and saw Valkyrie lagging behind, her breathing heavy.

“Haa… Haa…”

It was no surprise—fire surrounded us on all sides. 

Though the flames didn’t spread, they were still fire. 

For her, just seeing them was torment enough.

She had insisted on coming today, determined not to be a burden again after yesterday. 

But determination alone wasn’t always enough. 

Some things in this world couldn’t be conquered by sheer will.

I extended my hand.

“Take it.”

She hesitated.

“I can tell you’re struggling. Are you going to refuse my help?”

Valkyrie took my hand. 

Her trembling gradually subsided.

Rachael thought to herself: I can’t go on like this.

Sooner or later, she had to overcome this trauma. 

If she, a frontline soldier, faltered, she would only hold everyone else back.

Rachael pushed herself forward, each step feeling as heavy as if she were carrying full battle gear. 

The crackling of the fire echoed in her ears. 

Even with her eyes closed and her hands pressed over them, the heat seeped into her skin.

Then, the voices came.

—Mom! Dad!

Her parents’ screams.

—Daisy! Olivia!

Her comrades’ cries.

She knew they were hallucinations. 

That didn’t make them any less agonizing.

She clenched her teeth. 

“No, I can’t… This is too much…”

She was reaching her limit.

At that moment, a hand reached out to her.

“Take it.”

A calm, matter-of-fact voice. 

Beneath it, there was a trace of quiet concern.

Is this calculated kindness? 

Or is he just naturally like this?

There was no time to think. 

Even if it had been an enemy’s hand, she would have taken it. 

She squeezed her eyes shut and tried to ignore the voices, counting sheep in her mind to drown them out.

Then, something changed.

Her ragged breathing gradually steadied. 

The phantom screams faded into the distance. 

The warmth of the magician’s hand was chasing away the fear.

“As long as you follow me, you won’t get burned,” he said. 

“No need to worry. And if anything happens, don’t panic. I’ll be your firefighter. Got it?”

He kept talking, though she barely processed the words.

“Why?”

“Why does this make me feel safe?”

Rachael shook her head violently. 

“I must be going insane. Am I seriously feeling relief with an enemy right next to me?”

At this rate, she might as well hand over her life to him.

“Colonel Carsten,” a voice called.

Tiria had turned back to check on them. 

She frowned at Rachael’s pale face.

“Lieutenant, are you feeling unwell? Shortness of breath? Hearing anything strange? Should I use a sacred healing spell?”

“No, I don’t need that,” Rachael said. Then, hesitating for a moment, she added, “But instead…”

It was time to test her theory.


“Would you hold my hand and walk with me?”

Tiria blinked. Her gaze dropped to where Rachael and the magician’s hands were still clasped, fingers entwined like lovers.

Her expression soured.

“Why not link arms instead?” she muttered.

“…Pardon?”

“I said, why don’t we just link arms? The stronger the physical connection, the easier it should be to overcome the trauma, right?”

Rachael nodded. 

That was exactly what she was trying to confirm—whether contact with anyone, not just the magician, could lessen her fear.

It made sense. In the past, Olivia and Daisy had been the ones to keep her steady. 

Their presence had helped her endure battlefields filled with exploding shells.

For several minutes, Rachael and Tiria walked arm-in-arm.

Then—

“Haa… Haa…”

Her breathing became erratic again.

“Lieutenant? Lieutenant!” Tiria’s voice was filled with alarm.

“Stay with me!”

“I’ll take over,” Erich said, stepping in swiftly.

Without hesitation, he pulled Rachael into an embrace. 

He let out a soft sigh, then whispered into her ear.

“Breathe. It’s okay. You’re okay.”

Strangely, as soon as she heard those words, the anxiety melted away. 

A familiar warmth spread through her chest.

Erich took her hand again and started walking, his pace steady.

For a brief moment, Tiria’s emerald-green eyes flickered unnaturally. 

But neither she nor anyone else noticed.

“It looks like we’re approaching the cliffside,” someone observed. 

“Valkyrie is struggling—we should finish our scouting there and return for the day.”

Rachael’s mind was in turmoil.

“Why? Why is it only with him? Why do I feel safe only when I’m touching him?”

She didn’t have an answer. 

And that uncertainty unsettled her.

***

As night fell, they returned to Sabine, checking their food and water supplies.

Then, from a pit in the sand, two lizards emerged. 

Their bodies were covered in hardened volcanic rock, their glowing eyes locked onto the group.

One of the creatures spewed fire.

Valkyrie immediately shrank back with a sharp gasp.

Two of them.

Riyo and I could each take one, but now was the time to make a different choice.

“Rachael.”

I called her name, and Rachael lifted her head.

“Take this.”

I handed her a spear, then, with the saint’s help, conveyed my thoughts.

“If you want to overcome your trauma, you have to face it head-on. Running away won’t change anything—you’ll be stuck like this forever. Don’t you want to cook for someone you love someday? Go see fireworks together? If this fear stops you from living your life, wouldn’t that be frustrating?”

I shook the canteen in my hand.

“I’ll help you. Even if you catch fire, I’ll put it out. So go on—grab hold of this. Face it.”

“I… I can’t…”

“Can’t? That’s disappointing. I didn’t think you were this weak.”

I looked at Valkyrie seriously.

A moment of silence.

Then, her eyes changed.

That fierce determination—the same one she had when she tried to kill me—was returning. 

She gripped my hand tightly and forced out a response.

“…Fine. Whatever.”

After watching her for the past two days, I noticed something—Valkyrie seemed to feel less fear when we were physically connected.

I had a rough idea why.

When we defeated the Siren, we shared memories.

Her trauma stemmed from that incident, that day. In the illusion magic cast by the Siren, I had interfered with Valkyrie’s past.

To be precise, I had rewritten it.

When she desperately screamed for help, I answered. 

And I showed those black magicians who tormented her exactly what a rock to the face felt like.

Maybe that’s why, despite being her enemy, I could still give her a sense of relief.

[“Honestly, that’s the only explanation that makes sense.”]

[“Ah, the suffering begins.”]

What suffering? 

I was barely hanging onto my life here.

I gathered my mana and spoke to the saint.

“Valkyrie and I will take the front line. You two support us from the rear.”

“Lieutenant, are you sure about this?”

“If I wasn’t, would the enemy wait for me to be ready?”

Shaaah!

Even as I spoke, a lizard lunged at us.

There were two of them.

One was large. 

The other, comparatively smaller.

The big one charged.

It was sluggish, just like its massive body suggested.

Fwoosh!

A fireball shot toward us.

Holding hands, Valkyrie and I dodged in perfect sync, rolling to the same side.

The monster charged, the ground trembling beneath its weight.

The saint uttered a word of power, and a flash of light erupted.

It burst behind us, leaving our vision unaffected. 

The creatures hesitated.

Valkyrie wouldn’t miss this opening.

“Mage!”

“I know!”

We moved as one.

She gripped her spear tightly, and I pulled out a frost stone—a freezing-type magic stone I had crafted after studying the island’s ecosystem the previous day.

Just as the lizard opened its mouth for another fireball—

[“Freeze.”]

Crack!

Ice sealed its maw shut.

At the same moment, Valkyrie slashed her spear across the beast’s flank.

She gritted her teeth and channeled divine power into the strike.

With a pop, the monster’s belly ruptured.

[“…You wretched creatures!”]

The lizard spoke.

So, it was intelligent.

It recoiled, then burrowed into the ground.

“Mage!”

The fox twins, who had been keeping the smaller lizard at bay, rushed to my side.

Each handed us an axe—one infused with divine power, the other with magic.

I examined the magic-infused axe and couldn’t help but grin.

Had they already improved this much?

Maybe this was why professors loved taking in grad students.


And if you receive an axe, well… it’s only polite to use it on a monster.

The beast erupted from the sand behind us.

We had already predicted this.

Valkyrie and I spun in perfect unison, bringing our axes down in a fluid motion.

The battle continued.
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Mana and Sefiron drew arcs in the air, striking the lizard’s nape.

Whenever Mana and Sefiron meet, a chemical reaction occurs.

When they clash as fiercely as they did now, the reaction becomes even more intense, sometimes producing powerful shockwaves.

The head of the lizard, caught in the Mana-Sefiron storm, exploded. 

It was a brutal blow, showing no mercy for the creature’s final cry.

“Damn it!”

The small lizard severed its tail and fled in a hurry. 

Pursuit was impossible. 

The sun was setting.

“Ha, ha! We won! We actually won!”

The Valkyrie, with trembling hands, set down her axe. 

My fist met hers in celebration.

“I’ve beaten fire for the first time!”

“See? Told you, we can do it if we try!”

This was the first time I had seen the Valkyrie this happy.

Her joy was contagious, and I found myself smiling too. 

The Saint, watching us, cleared her throat.

“You two seem to have gotten along quite well.”

“Ah, ahem.”

We distanced ourselves slightly, but after a short while, the Valkyrie began to show signs of anxiety again.

She seemed a bit better than before the lizard was defeated, but she was still trembling.

I approached her quietly, pretending to fold my arms behind my back.

As I extended my hand, I felt a warm and gentle sensation.

The Valkyrie, from behind, took my hand.

“Yes, yes, just a little. I’ll use it for a bit.”

“You don’t like it? Neither do I, but this can’t be helped. We need to survive.”

Thanks to the Saint’s teachings, the Valkyrie and I were slowly learning to communicate.

At first, I thought it would be great to be able to talk, but now, it feels a bit frightening.

“Well, everyone has eaten, and we’ve caught some monsters. Should we head to bed?”

“Ugh, it’s that time again… bed time.”

Riyo stretched out a yawn and dove into the lifeboat.

“I’ll sleep first. I’ve done a lot of exploring and made plenty of tools, so I’m exhausted. Wake me up when it’s time for the night watch.”

“I’ll sleep too. Good night, everyone.”

Tonight’s night watch started with me.

I grabbed the rope and sat down on a rock.

Even though it was a night watch, it was mostly a waiting game.

Monsters usually appear at certain times. 

If we were lucky, there might be none at all.

It seemed like we were in luck tonight.

Not a single monster in sight.

I examined the magic stones I had obtained from the monsters.

Given how dangerous the island was, the rewards were of high quality.

Each magic stone contained a strong magical energy.

[‘Seems like they belong to the iron ore category.’]

[‘With proper refinement, I could probably make magic bullets. But without a gun, I wouldn’t be able to shoot them.’]

[‘What’s there to worry about? The engineers will eventually make rifles for us.’]

[‘That’s something they’ll do once we get closer, isn’t it?’]

[‘I think we’ve already crossed that line.’]

[‘That’s just your opinion. It might be different for the beastkin.’]

Iron and fire-based.

It was good, but unfortunately, the synergy with the island’s monsters was terrible.

However, the quality of the magic stones was excellent, so I decided to try adding a piercing spell to them.

With this, I should be able to create deadly offensive magic stones for all beings, except ghosts.

I was deep into my research when I heard a moan coming from inside the boat.

“Ugh…”

It was the Valkyrie.

She was sweating coldly, and judging by the expression on her face, she seemed to be having a nightmare.

After seeing flames so many times up close, it was no surprise that she was traumatized.

It would likely continue for a while.

I had to make sure she overcame it this time.

Funny enough, I seemed to be the only one who could help her with her trauma.

I grabbed the Valkyrie’s hand as she flailed in her sleep.

“Ugh.”

My body was pulled, as if hooked by a harpoon.

The Valkyrie rubbed her face against my hand. 

The rocks around us seemed to be in an uproar.

Damn, how do I get my hand out?

But there was no real need to figure that out. 

It was time for the shift anyway.

I shook Riyo awake with my other hand.

“Hey, wake up.”

“Ugh…”

“It’s time for the shift. Get up.”

“No, just look at Riyo.”

What is this fox saying?

She must have been in a deep sleep. 

A gentle shake or light tap wouldn’t do.

At this point, more forceful methods were the only option.

First, I touched her left tail.

[‘Ugh, ah, aah?’]

Then I touched her right tail.

“Ugh, heh, hhh.”

The tail is one of the most sensitive parts of the beastkin.

Riyo stirred and began to wake up as if to prove that this was true.

…HEH.

[‘…HEH.’]

As a result of waking her up, a combo of punches came flying at me.

[‘Couldn’t you wake me up in a more elegant and healthy way?’]

[‘I shook your shoulders, poked you, and everything. You didn’t wake up.’]

[‘That’s why I didn’t wake up. It wasn’t enough.’]

Miyo rubbed her cheek with her hand.

[‘There’s always the method of a kiss here.’]

[‘…’]

[‘Just kidding, just kidding. Why are you making such a stiff face? You look like I could bite you.’]

Miyo smiled slyly and got up.

She tapped my head with her tail before quickly jumping onto a rock.

Her movements were sharp, typical of a beastkin.

I sighed.

My left arm was still being held by the Valkyrie, tightly bound.

I could probably pull it out with some force, but doing so might wake her up.

I had no choice but to lie next to Valkyrie.

“Ugh…”

Valkyrie let out a low hum and shifted her body.

By sheer coincidence, her leg ended up resting on my thigh.

As if that wasn’t enough, Valkyrie pulled my arm toward her and rested her head against it.

The breath against my shoulder felt heavy. 

Isn’t this a bit too close?

The expression on Valkyrie’s face, reflected in the glowing stone, was—

She was smiling.

A calm smile, like a lake, without the slightest hint of unease or fear.

Pure, fleeting.

It was so beautiful that I couldn’t believe this woman was capable of such an expression.

Was it?

“Ha.”

I must be crazy.

To think that the woman who killed my friends could be beautiful.

Even if I understand the saintess and grow closer to Riyo, I can never feel the same about Valkyrie. It’s impossible to truly like her.
Of course, knowing her past, I can understand, but… that’s one thing, and this is something else, isn’t it?

The only thing I could do for her was one thing—

To help her overcome her trauma, even if just a little.

Even this was just a temporary fix to break through this island.

No matter how much I do this, Valkyrie and I won’t become friends.

The best scenario for me would be if the war ended by the time we escaped the island.

With trembling hands, I wrapped my arms around Valkyrie.

“…It’s warm. I like it.”

Yes, this is all for survival.

“Stay by my side forever…”

But it was nothing more than a fake kindness for survival.

The whole world was burning.

Smoke rose from all directions.

Screams from people echoed in the distance.

Rachel was running through a city in chaos.

She needed to get out of here fast.

Suddenly, a strange, fiery figure blocked Rachel’s path.

The flame gradually took the shape of a person, approaching with a poisonous smile.

It was a demon.

The demon was trying to swallow her whole.

There was no suitable weapon. Rachel ran desperately. Her breath grew heavier. 

Her lungs felt as if they were about to tear, and she felt like she would cough up dry blood at any moment.

As she continued to flee, she saw a man running toward her from the opposite direction.

“Rachel!”

His face was obscured by smoke, but his voice was familiar.

A Mage.

The Mage grabbed Rachel’s hand and turned her around. 

He handed her a spear and said,“Let’s fight together.”

Rachel’s body moved on its own. 

Without conscious thought, she aimed the spear at the demon. 

The Mage then pulled out a magic stone and began chanting a spell.

When the Mage uttered the words, water surged from his fingertips like a waterfall. 

The water poured over the demon, extinguishing the flames. 

The twisted form of the demon was revealed.

Rachel summoned her courage and leaped.

She thrust the spear into the demon. 

The demon fell, scattering blood and screams.

Exhausted, Rachel collapsed to the ground. 

The Mage caught her.

“Are you alright?”

He smiled. 

It was a smile full of relief, one that made Rachel think she would want to be by his side forever.

And at that moment, the warmth she felt—it was like being with family. 

For the first time in a long while, she felt the warmth she had been searching for through all those hot and cold dreams.

It was.

A dream.

Rachel snapped back to reality.

It had been just a foolish dream. 

Thankfully, it ended as a nightmare, but even so, the ending where she was happy in the arms of the enemy was—

“Ugh.”

A sigh escaped her.

Rachel’s internal clock was precise. 

Even though the time for the night watch changed every day, when the time came, her eyes opened, as if by instinct.

Her hazy senses slowly returned.

And then, she felt a strange yet familiar warmth.

“…!”

Her body was half entangled with the Mage’s.

It wasn’t just touching—

She was practically wrapped in his arms, her face buried in his chest before she had fully woken up. 

She had been hugging him.

Why?

From the position, it seemed impossible that the Mage had done this.

So, there was only one possibility—

She had unconsciously sought him out in her sleep.


Could it have been influenced by the dream she had just had?

“Damn it…”

It wasn’t a pleasant experience, to say the least. 

Her face felt strangely hot. 

Rachel slowly tried to pull away to avoid waking Erich.

And then, it happened.

The Mage gently cupped her head with his right hand. 

Rachel was so startled that she couldn’t even breathe.

This touch… 

It felt just like the dream. 

Warm. 

Despite her discomfort, she felt a strange sense of reassurance.

This couldn’t happen. 

If she thought about how Daisy and Olivia had died at the hands of someone like him, how could she allow herself to grow accustomed to this touch?

And yet, Rachel’s body and unconscious mind were being honest. 

After four months of living primitively on a deserted island, her body had adapted. 


It accepted the safety it felt when close to this man.

As Rachel was overwhelmed with conflicting emotions,

“Lieutenant?”

Riyo, coming to replace the night watch, muttered as he looked down at Rachel.

“Why are you erasing my pheromones?”
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The battered and disheveled fire lizard returned, and Redoff questioned it.

“Speak. How did you end up losing your tail?”

“W-Well…”

The fire lizard hesitated before explaining.

“Their strength was extraordinary. Three of them wielded divine power at an advanced level, and another was a magician who specialized in using magic stones. We couldn’t possibly stand against them with our strength!”

“Magic stones? A magician?”

Redoff’s eyes narrowed.

“You’re saying one of them uses magic stones as their primary weapon?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

“How unpleasant.”

This island was originally a volcanic island, rich with the perfect raw materials for creating magic stones.

“If that guy knows how to handle magic stones, he must feel like he’s struck gold. This is troublesome.”

“Do not worry. He didn’t seem like a particularly powerful magician. I used mana detection on him, and his magical energy was barely a rat’s tail.”

“Did you discover anything about their situation or weaknesses?”

“I don’t know much about their situation. However, I did find a weakness in one of them.”

“What is it?”

“Fire.”

“You fool! Humans are naturally afraid of fire. Do you really think that qualifies as a weakness?”

“No, it’s not like that! There was one among them who reacted extremely—just the sight of fire made them convulse violently!”

“Convulsions? Explain in detail.”

As the fire lizard continued, Redoff suddenly burst into laughter.

“…So the magician protected the woman? Seems like the two have a special relationship.”

“That’s what I gathered.”

“Interesting. A magician and a divine power wielder entangled like that. If the Demon King knew about this, he would have laughed heartily and said—”

“Said what, my lord?”

“That we should kill the magician first.”

“Ah! Brilliant as always!”

The laughter of the two monsters echoed through the stone tower.

“It looks like their food supplies will soon be depleted. Rather than confronting them head-on, why don’t we keep sending out scouting parties to wear them down? Then, once they’re exhausted, we can wipe them out in one decisive strike.”

“You didn’t even need to say it—that was my plan all along. There’s no need for me to personally deal with such small fry. More importantly, I have a mission to complete my research within the given timeframe…”

Redoff stepped into a separate chamber and dragged out two heavy figures from the corner.

They were stone golems, their entire bodies covered in hardened crystalline rock. 

They had the appearance of theropod dinosaurs, exuding an intimidating presence.

“We must be prepared for anything. They might decide to launch a desperate assault before their food runs out.”

Underestimating the enemy was never an option. 

The best preparation was to be over-prepared.

“Even the former Demon King suffered severe injuries because he underestimated the Hero’s party. I have no intention of repeating his mistakes. Deploy these golems to the thorn-covered terrain. They’re unfinished creations, but they should be enough to hold them in place.”

“Understood.”

The fire lizard dragged the golems away, limping as if it had just undergone neutering.

***

The next morning, a heated discussion took place.

“You’re saying you need to stay close to him to feel safe?”

“Yes.”

The Saintess looked at us incredulously. 

It seemed even she found it strange that the Valkyrie was clinging so closely to me.

“What is going on…?”

She held her forehead, her golden-orange eyes filled with confusion.

To be honest, the most bewildered person was the Valkyrie herself. 

Despite clearly disliking the situation, she was still gripping my pinky finger tightly.

“Major, do you really feel anxious if you’re not close?”

“Yes, I do.”

“But why?”

“I don’t know myself. But if we want to escape this island quickly, I believe this is the best way.”

“Haa…”

The Saintess’ eyes shifted again—this time to green, the color of jealousy.

Wait. 

The Saintess? 

Jealous? 

Why?

‘[Look at this. Erich, you’re supposed to be paired with the Saintess.]’

‘[It’s too early to judge. Let’s see how the engineer reacts.]’

Meanwhile, Riyo was leaning against my shoulder, rubbing her head against me and leaving behind a faint, nutty scent.

“What are you doing?”

“Repainting the scent.”

“What?”

“My nose is far more sensitive than a human’s. Once the war is over, I’ll come find you. To make sure of that, I’m marking you with my scent now.”

I flicked Riyo’s forehead.

“Ow!”

“We’re in the middle of a serious conversation with our superiors. Take this seriously.”

Riyo whimpered but backed off. 

The Saintess sighed.

“Fine. I don’t completely understand, but if this is the best way, then so be it. You two don’t like being stuck together, right? Let’s just take down the enemy leader as quickly as possible and move to a safer island.”

A consensus was reached.

We would move swiftly.

I pulled out the magic stone I had obtained after defeating the ghoul.

A teleportation stone.

“I first used one of these on the last island. Back then, I lacked the skill to control it properly, but now, I’ve discovered something crucial.”

“What is it?”

“As long as I remember the coordinates, I can teleport to any location I want.”


At my words, the Saintess’ eyes lit up with hope.

“Then… does that mean we can teleport outside?”

“I’ve already tested it. It just drains my mana without any effect. Just as Karsten said before, this island is completely isolated from the outside world.”

“Ah… I see…”

“Even if the connection isn’t severed, the maximum distance that can be moved at once seems to be roughly 300 meters.”

“300 meters?”

“Riyo can convert units. 300 meters is 328.084 yards.”

“Aha, so about 330 yards.”

The Saintess nodded.

The stones screamed.

[‘Kraaaagh! David! Are you still going to support the Saintess after this?!’]

[‘Ooooh, heavens! Why do you bestow such trials upon me? Is it truly impossible for a world to exist where both the Holy Kingdom and the Magic Kingdom use the same unit system?’]

Both of you, quiet.

“The mana consumption will be high, but with this, we can cross the plains easily.”

“That means we can continue exploring where we left off yesterday?”

“That’s right.”

“But will you be okay? You might run out of mana.”

“The engineer can supply me with mana, so it should be fine. If necessary, I can weave the Breath again.”

With that, I smoothly changed the subject. 

The Saintess looked dissatisfied, but she didn’t press further.

Survival and escape—those were the priorities. 

This island was not a place to stay for long. 

We quickly packed our gear and teleported.

Flash!

In less than a second, we crossed the plains. 

The thornbush field where we had retreated yesterday lay before us, its dark brown brambles stretching endlessly. 

A crackling sound echoed in the air.

Valkyrie, seemingly nervous, clung to my arm. 

For some reason, the fox sisters were glaring at me.

“Once we get past this, there’s a cliff ahead.”

“Do you see that over there?”

“What is it?”

“There’s something like a spire above the thicket.”

The Saintess stood on tiptoe.

“I’m too short to see. Where?”

“Right over there.”

“I can’t see it at all.”

“Shall I make it visible for you?”

“Yes, I’d like to see it too.”

“Then, excuse me.”

I grabbed the Saintess by her legs and lifted her straight up.

She let out a shrill scream.

“How about now? Can you see it?”

“Ah! I-I see it! Now put me down!”

The moment I set her down, she huffed in frustration. 

Her eyes shimmered in a mix of orange and pink.

“You can’t just pick someone up like that out of nowhere! I was startled!”

“You said you wanted to see, so I assumed you were ready.”

“I didn’t expect that!”

“My apologies.”

“Well, since you apologized quickly, I won’t be mad. And… honestly, I wasn’t really angry, just surprised. Just warn me next time.”

“Understood. But did you get a good look at it?”

“It was a tower. About five stories high, made of stone.”

“Huh.”

A stone tower? 

Could there be an immortal sage living inside?

“I’ve never seen such a properly built structure before.”

“I’m certain. The boss must be watching us from there. We need to take it down before it gets ready.”

“Do we have a plan?”

“I bought magic stones with high penetration and several ice shards.”

“Good. Let’s move in.”

The path to the cliff was treacherous—thorn bushes, flames, and a dangerously narrow trail where one wrong step could mean serious burns.

Understandably, Valkyrie was in full retreat mode.

I held her hand tightly and pulled out a canteen.

“We’ll drench ourselves and push through.”

The blue flames weren’t fueled by air, but by mana. 

There was no smoke, so carbon monoxide poisoning wasn’t a concern. 

We just had to avoid catching fire.

We soaked ourselves and pressed forward through the thorn bushes. 

The moisture evaporated quickly. 

We kept pouring more water, the heat making it feel like we were in a sauna.

I felt an overwhelming urge to strip off all my clothes.

“Ouch! Don’t push!”

“I just got pricked too. Damn, this hurts.”

“My tail! Nooo!”

After much suffering, we forced our way through the shortest path.

One minute felt like an hour.

The trail was so narrow that even a small misstep meant getting pricked. 

Compared to this, military training was a walk in the park.

After what felt like forever, we finally emerged into a wide clearing.

And standing there…

“A dragon?”

A dragon. 

An ancient species that had gone extinct long ago. 

They were a favorite subject of archaeologists, often classified as a type of reptile. 

Scientifically speaking, they were called dinosaurs.

But dinosaurs were all extinct. 

Could one really exist in this era?

Of course not.

“That’s a fake.”

“A fake?”

“Yeah. It’s a golem imitating a dinosaur.”

One of them was as black as lead, while the other was a lighter silver. 

That exterior was just artificial skin. Beneath it, I was sure there were magic stones, circuits, and steel.

Grrrrr.

The golems let out deep, low growls.

Each time they exhaled, a hiss of steam, laced with embers, escaped from their nostrils.

The sight was intimidating.

Valkyrie, the Saintess, and even Riyo stood frozen in place.

And then, there was me. No, us.


[‘Wow.’]

[‘Incredible.’]

Instead of fear, our first thought was—

“I want to ride it.”





 
  Chapter 68: Find a Friend Three Hundred Yards (2)


A dinosaur golem. Honestly, it was hard to suppress my awe.

It wasn’t without its rough edges, but that only added to its charm. 

It was so magnificent that I couldn’t help but want to ride it at least once. 

Even if its creator was a monster, I had to admit it was a masterpiece.

The problem was, that masterpiece was trying to kill us.

Thud. 

Thud. 

Thud. 

Thud!

Two dinosaur golems charged toward us. 

That was when I finally snapped out of my thoughts.

They were enemies. If we didn’t take them down, we would die. 

There was no running away; behind us was a dense, thorny forest. 

The only option was to fight.

“Mage! Get out of the way!”

I rolled alongside Valkyrie, beginning my assessment.

First, the body.

It was clearly sturdy. Reinforced alloy wrapped in mana. 

If it were ordinary steel, it might have been manageable, but piercing it with normal weapons would be impossible. 

And being a golem, it wouldn’t feel pain or suffer from stiffness.

I needed to find a weak spot. 

I carefully recalled what I had learned in the past.

Magical stone technology evolved from earth-based magic. 

Golem creation was part of that field. 

While I wasn’t a specialist, I knew the basic principles from my studies.

“Mio!”

“Ah! What now?!”

“All golems have a core! Find it and destroy it!”

“Where is it?! Ugh!”

“It’s most likely on its back! Find the control plate, tear it open, and extract the mana stone! That will disable it.”

“Got it!”

Mio sprinted alongside the priestess. 

If the two of them could tie down even one golem, that would be a tremendous help.

“You’re with me.”

I pulled Valkyrie to the opposite side. 

We split up naturally — the priestess and the fox sisters formed one team, while Valkyrie and I formed the other.

“I’m going to climb onto its back. Get ready.”

Using gestures, I explained the plan. 

Valkyrie nodded. 

She quickened her pace, and I matched her strides.

It felt like a three-legged race, struggling yet synchronized.

Holding Valkyrie’s hand as we ran was exhausting. 

Yet somehow, we moved in unison. 

It was much like our current relationship — rough around the edges but moving forward nonetheless.

Just then, the golem opened its mouth. 

A cannon-like barrel emerged from within, spewing flames like a tank’s main gun.

Fwoosh!

A wave of blue flames scorched the ground, and the air blazed with heat.

“Ugh!”

“Don’t hesitate! Keep running!”

I gripped Valkyrie’s hand tightly and pulled her into my arms, spinning her away from the flames.

The fire brushed past where she had just been.

“I won’t let it burn you.”

I pulled out an ice crystal.

“Freeze.”

The oncoming flames were rapidly cooled, sending up a burst of steam like a billowing cloud.

My mana drained quickly, but I clenched my teeth and focused.

Every ounce of effort was needed to minimize the loss.

We ran in a wide arc, aiming for the golem’s back.

Its massive frame twisted to follow us, flames continuing to blaze.

But the range of motion had its limits.

The golem’s head reached its rotation threshold. 

If it wanted to track us further, it would have to turn its entire body. 

Each lumbering step it took showed how unsuited it was for quick turns.

Whoosh!

I dodged its swinging tail, using the momentum to propel myself forward.

Valkyrie leapt. She grabbed onto the golem’s back and began climbing rapidly. 

Reaching down, she extended her hand.

“Grab on!”

I grasped her hand, pulling myself up. 

The golem thrashed violently, the force shaking my vision. 

Despite the chaos, we managed to hold on.

I positioned Valkyrie in front of me, securing myself against her back.

“Grrr…”

The golem’s attempts to throw us off grew more intense. 

I wrapped my arms tightly around Valkyrie’s waist, anchoring myself. 

My legs locked around the creature’s torso.

“Mage!”

“Aim for the panel in front of you!”

Valkyrie imbued her spear with divine power. 

With unwavering resolve, she drove it down in a piercing strike.

Crash!


A heavy strike dug into the cracks of the armor. 

Sefiron blinked away, but a part of its outer shell had been stripped away.

Just a little.

“Damn it, it’s ridiculously tough!” 

“Keep going!”

If once wasn’t enough, then twice. 

If twice wasn’t enough, then thrice.

The Valkyrie swung her arms again and again. 

Bit by bit, the circuits buried within the thick armor began to reveal themselves.

But the armor wasn’t the only thing protecting the core.

“This is…”

Magic inscriptions.

A meticulously woven formation, like the teeth of a cogwheel, surrounded the circuits.

“Don’t touch it. It’s a protective spell.”

Tampering with it incorrectly would trigger an explosion. 

The complexity of the spell was enough to suggest that its creator had a twisted mind.

It was a malicious design — a testament to the creator’s cruelty. But even that wasn’t impossible to undo.

No matter how complex, a circuit was still a circuit. If someone had designed it, then a way to break it surely existed.

With a bit of intuition and everything I’d learned up until now…

“Done! I’ve disabled it!”

Even the most difficult problems could be unraveled. 

As the magic formation was stripped away layer by layer, the core controlling the golem came into view — a mana stone, about the size of a palm, pulsating like a living heart.

“Mage!”

“Yeah, now pull it out!”

The Valkyrie used her spear as a lever. The mana stone was forcefully wrenched free and flung far away.

Deprived of its power source, the golem stumbled and lost its strength. 

Our own bodies swayed with it.

“Ugh!”

“Kuh!”

I grabbed the Valkyrie, and we tumbled to the ground.

A deafening roar followed. 

Quickly, we got back on our feet.

Another golem charged at us, its massive footsteps pounding the earth. 

Atop it were the saintess and the fox sisters.

“Help! Help!”

“Mage!”

[“Just one more magic formation to disable! Hold on a little longer!”]

The golem’s mouth opened as it barreled toward us. 

Just like before, flames flickered at its maw — preparing to spew fire.

Then the answer was simple: we’d respond the same way as before.

I drew an ice crystal and chanted. 

As the flames erupted, mana particles surged forward, seizing the air itself.

“Ah…!”

The flames halted just before reaching the Valkyrie. 

Her shoulders trembled. 

I couldn’t let her trauma overwhelm her.

I grasped her hand tightly and said, “Didn’t I promise? I won’t let the flames touch you.”

“It’s done!”

Riyo had dismantled the last magic formation. 

Though the final circuit was particularly difficult, working together with her sister had made it possible.

The last remaining golem lost its balance and toppled over. Rio leapt down gracefully.

“Haa…”

Sweat drenched us all.

The blazing heat had been unbearable. 

Even our fur and tails were slightly singed.

But the battle was over.

“Is everyone alright?”

“Yes, we’re fine.”

We took a brief rest.

Erich weaved his breath into a calming rhythm while Riyo retrieved the mana stone that had flown away. 

Tiria clasped her hands in prayer, her gentle words flowing like a stream.

“O Goddess of Healing, grant peace and comfort to our bodies and minds.”

The minor wounds vanished. 

Even the scorch marks were gone.

Yet Rachael still clung tightly to Erich’s arm.

The surroundings were still ablaze. 

The blue flames gave off no smoke and didn’t spread, but the sight of them was terrifying.

And yet…

When standing beside this mage, even those fears seemed to fade, like ink dissolving in water. At least to a level where they could be endured.

Leaning on an enemy — no, a sworn nemesis — was not a pleasant experience.

Of course, there had been times in the past when they had touched skin to skin, bare and vulnerable. 

But it hadn’t been as embarrassing then. 

Survival had taken priority.

Now, it was purely the trauma that made her lean against him. 

This level of reliance was a first for her, especially with a mage.

She hated it. 

But it also brought her comfort.

The conflicting emotions twisted Rachael’s heart, leaving it tattered. 

The faces of her fallen comrades flickered before her eyes, lingering like ghosts in the corners of her mind.

As Rachael let out a weary sigh, a strange sound reached Riyo’s ears.

“Huh?”

[$17,000.]

[Hee, hehe, ehehe.]

The laughter echoed directly within her head.

“W-What is this?!”

It was undoubtedly a human voice, yet the tone was damp and hollow, like a cave’s whisper.

The two voices cackled, over and over, the sound twisted and insane. 

It was the laughter of a madman.

Could it be? 

Had a demon come for her? 

Was it because she had started learning magic?

“Gasp.”

Riyo’s breath caught. 

Panic surged through her as she grabbed a stone and rushed toward Erich.

[“…It’s coming from that stone.”]

[“?”]

[“Focus. Gather your mana and concentrate. You should be able to read the magical trace.”]

Riyo sat cross-legged beside the mage, inhaling deeply as she began weaving her breath. 

Slowly, steadily, she felt the trembling resonance of the two stones.

[“Oh? You’re right. But why?”]

[“My guess? Someone trapped the souls of the dead inside those stones and used them as golem cores.”]

[“What?! Are they insane?”]

Turning the dead into stones to fight once more? 

Even a demon would shudder at such an atrocity.

Then, from within Erich’s pocket, the voices of Kalon and David stirred.

[‘Wait, does that mean…?’]

[‘Ohhhh! Does this mean we can become dinosaurs?’]

Riyo could hear them now, the voices of the two mage soldiers. 

Clear and distinct. 

The effects of her magic training were beginning to show.

And the first impression of those voices…

[‘Mom! Dad! I want to be a dinosaur when I grow up!’]

[‘Raaawwwrrr!’]

It was absurd, to say the least.

Erich rose from his spot, his breathing steadied. 

Rachael followed suit.

“Hmm.”

They carefully examined the golem bodies one by one. 

Their armor was incredibly durable, with barely any visible damage.

Perhaps they could be used just as they were.

“Shall we give it a try?”

[‘If you say it twice, it’s a waste of breath… or stone, I guess.’]

[‘Let’s go!’]

Erich called Riyo over.

[“I’m about to synchronize my seniors’ souls with these bodies. Hold on to me, and if anything goes wrong, help me pull the mana stone out immediately.”]

Riyo nodded firmly.

With care, Erich placed David’s core into the circuit.

Thud. 

Thud.

Riyo’s heart pounded. 

So did Miyo’s. 

Anxiety and anticipation tangled together.

Then, at last, the golem’s eyes gleamed with light.

Rumble.

“…!”


Rachael, Tiria, Riyo, and Miyo all froze. 

Even Erich, who had inserted the mana stone, was shocked.

The ground trembled as the dinosaur-like golem rose once more, releasing a thunderous roar.

“Oh… Ohhh… OOOHHHHH!!”

-!!
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“Ohh! I can move! I can actually move!”

Breaking news: David and Kalon have returned.

“How long has it been since I last had a body?”

“The sensation of moving my limbs feels unfamiliar. Perhaps it’s because this isn’t a human body.”

The voices emanating from the golems’ throats were distinctly different from the ones I once knew.

And yet, their tone, their speech patterns—everything else remained the same.

That was enough for me to be certain.

These two were undoubtedly my comrades.

“Ooohhh!”

“Vvvvrrrrr!”

…We’re doomed.

“To think we’ve come back to life… that alone is a miracle. Of course, I wouldn’t exactly call this ‘revival’ in the traditional sense.”

“Hey, is this real life? Erich! Let me hug you just once!”

“Commander, how do you expect to embrace someone in that body? Are you trying to give Erich a heart attack?”

“Then what about just between us?”

“Senpai.”

“Junior.”

“I’ve always admired you.”

The two hulking golems threw their stubby arms around each other in a chaotic embrace. A sight so rare, one might only witness it once in a lifetime.

I watched in disbelief.

“This… what exactly is happening?”

“They’re my comrades.”

“Comrades? Then those stones you’ve been showing me all this time…?”

“You mean to say you never believed me?”

“How could I?!”

“I suppose, given that I was your enemy, you assumed it was all a deception.”

“No! It’s not about you being the enemy! It’s about you talking to rocks! How was I supposed to think that was normal?! Of course, I assumed you were just… unwell!”

“But I was right, wasn’t I?”

The saintess’ eyes glowed a deep pink. I let out a dry, helpless laugh.

It wasn’t just because the saintess looked unexpectedly cute.

It wasn’t just because my comrades, now in golem bodies, looked utterly ridiculous.

It was something deeper.

A dizziness swirled inside me.

A suffocating weight pressed against my chest.

“…Are you crying, mage?”

“Crying? Me?”

The saintess let out a soft, almost musical sniffle.

“If you want to cry, go ahead. But not now. Only when I’m here. If you cry in front of everyone else, that would be… embarrassing, wouldn’t it?”

The person saying that has no self-awareness whatsoever.

I smirked.

But for now, we had a more pressing matter to deal with.

“Salute! Former Battalion Commander of the 269th Arcane Stone Management Unit of the Hazcael Mage Nation—Lieutenant Colonel Johannes Kalon.”

“Salute! Subordinate officer and Arcane Stone Engineer of said unit—Lieutenant David Kanich.”

The two golems struggled to salute with their stubby arms.

“We were originally a Major and a Second Lieutenant, but, well… we died, so we promoted ourselves.”

“So if you die again, do you get promoted to Colonel and Captain?”

“Ugh, I’d rather not die a second time.”

The saintess, who had been silently watching, suddenly let out a chuckle. 

Then, with a graceful nod, she introduced herself.

“I am Colonel Tiria Carsten of Ascalia. This here is Major Rachel Brokenheart, and this is Sergeant Riyo.”

She gestured towards the two, adding, “They’re not fluent in your language yet, so I’ll introduce them on their behalf.”

Enemy officers were exchanging pleasantries.

This was absurd. In any normal situation, this would be unthinkable.

Especially the saintess—when I first met her, she couldn’t even stand the mention of magic. 

She would glare at me just for uttering the word.

Yet here we were.

So much had changed.

And in only four months.

“Despite being our enemy, you’ve treated our Major quite kindly.”

“Well, given the circumstances…”

“You say it was out of necessity, but you still went out of your way to look after him.”

The golem’s voice took on a teasing tone.

“Do you know what our Major said about you?”

The saintess tilted her head, wary.

“He said you were cute.”

“…What?”

The saintess turned to look at me.

Her eyes, deep as a bottomless well, reflected pure horror.

A well filled with a single, overwhelming emotion—humiliation.

Her pupils burned a deeper shade of pink.

Damn it, David!

Why did he have to spout such nonsense?!

I’m dealing with you later.

I cleared my throat.

“Ahem.”

“This is no time for idle chatter. If we linger, more monsters will gather. If we’re moving, we should move now.”

“What about food and water?”

“We’re short on supplies. But if we return now and hunker down, we’ll run out even faster. Oddly enough, this might be the best moment we have.”

The enemy must have already noticed our presence.

Which meant…

“A swift battle is in our favor.”

A lightning assault.


Before they realized that David and Kalon were now on our side, we had to take out their leader.

The decision was unanimous.

We advanced.

***

“Erich, ride on my back with the beast-girl.”

“Senior, why don’t you take the saintess instead?”

The two golems turned to glare at each other, flicking their rocky heads as though swatting away flies.

“The beast-girl.”

“The saintess.”

Are you kidding me?!

“Senior, David.”

I pinched the bridge of my nose. 

“There’s nothing to argue about. We don’t have time. And we already know who rides with whom.”

I extended my hand toward the valkyrie.

“Take it.”

“…Tsk.”

“What now?”

The valkyrie hesitated before finally shaking her head.

“Nothing. Let’s go.”

She took my hand.

And, as if it were the most natural thing in the world—

She laced her fingers between mine.

“Click.”

“Clack.”

The two golems made sounds of disapproval.

I ignored them.

There was a war to win.

“What was that just now?”

“Let’s go then.”

“Hold on tight.”

There was no saddle, no reins.

The best we could do was support each other well enough to avoid falling.

With that in mind, I grabbed Valkyrie tightly from behind.

Thud, thud!

The two golems cut through the bushes.

The blocked areas were cleared by a flamethrower, and the small monsters that obstructed our path were easily crushed beneath our feet.

Looking ahead, the stone pagoda was about 300 meters away.

I was determined to defeat the leader there and finally find out what was truly going on in this place.

***

Boom!

The pagoda shook. Redoff, who had been handling the magic stones, emerged from his lab. Debris from the ceiling rained down like hail.

[“What’s happening?”]

[“Urgent report! There’s an intruder!”]

[“What nonsense is this? An intruder?”]

[“It’s those people!”]

[“What? Those bastards are here? Did they fly in from the sky or something?”]

Redoff poked his head out of the pagoda.

“Damn it.”

The thorny forest had turned into a complete mess.

[“Current situation?”]

[“The first and second floors have been breached. The enemy is on the third floor.

They’re attempting to reach the fourth, but Lord Syskemus is putting up resistance.”]

[“Are they really that strong?”]

At that moment, a fire lizard came running in a panic.

[“Report! The two large golems we released to the south have fallen into the enemy’s hands!”]

[“That’s nonsense.”]

The ridiculousness of it made my voice come out in a calm tone.

[“There’s almost no one who can break through my defensive magic circle. Do you know how long it takes to reset it after解除? If there were a mage who could do it quickly, they would have caught my eye by now.”]

[“But it’s true! Lord Syskemus has just fallen! Urgh!”]

The fire lizard collapsed, unconscious. Its tail had been severed. Another messenger whispered nervously.

[“What if the mage was hiding his power?”]

[“Didn’t you report just yesterday that their mana was barely noticeable?”]

[“That means they must have been hiding that power.”]

[“So you’re telling me that you reported something you hadn’t even properly investigated?”]

The messenger stuttered, “Gah!”

“Listen up. Execute this fool immediately.”

“Please, Commander, spare me! Spare me!”

The lizard was dragged away. A small rattlesnake slithered in and took its place.

[“Tch, these damn creatures with four legs…”]

[“Do you want to be executed for treason as well?”]

“Ugh.”

The white snake squirmed and twisted its body.

“Looks like it came from below. Report the situation.”

“Uh, um, we’re doomed…”

“The golems we lost—it’s true. The mage’s ability is far beyond what we imagined. Us low-level monsters… we can’t do anything about it…”

“Enough, that’s enough.”

Boom.

The ground shook again.

The snake fainted and flipped over, its tongue hanging out as it played dead.

Redoff spoke calmly.

“Tell all the ones on the fourth floor to come down to the lower levels. I’ll gear up and
move out as well.”

“Eh? Go up?”

“Didn’t you hear me?”

“Y-yes, my lord!”

The white snake slithered away.

Redoff headed toward the lab.

He pulled out all the magic stones from the golems that had been stuck in piles.

These had been tortured for a long time in experiments.

“Cough, Olivia!”

“Haah, haah!”

“Olivia, are you okay? Olivia!”

“I-I’m fine. But Daisy, you first…”

Olivia, Daisy—common names like flowers in the field.

But for Redoff, they had become especially memorable subjects of his experiments.


“You two are the first to last more than four months. I salute your mental fortitude.”

“You trash! I’ll never forgive you!”

“When we get out of here… I’ll make sure to kill you all.”

Redoff twisted his lips into a sneer.

“Nothing but weaklings with loud mouths.”

Crack!

He gripped the magic stone tightly.

Flames erupted from his fingertips.

Daisy and Olivia screamed as if they were burned.

A refined, mana-like glow wriggled along Redoff’s wrist.

Redoff headed deeper into the lab.

He pulled back the curtain and brought out the golems stored in the innermost area.

Two scorpions, designed for sabotage and self-destruction, revealed themselves.

“Rejoice, lowly creatures. You’ll soon be freed from pain.”
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The battle began the moment they set foot inside the tower. 

Monsters swarmed like a pack of wild beasts.

“There are quite a lot of them.”

“Don’t worry. We’re here.”

Kalon shouted, “We push through!”

“Ooooh!”

David and Kalon rammed their heads into the beasts. 

Every enemy in their way was sent flying.

Even if two golems shared the same body, their performance varied drastically depending on who controlled them. 

David and Commander Kalon had been elite mages long before they became soldiers. 

Their mastery over mana manipulation and their understanding of golems was near perfect.

“Our greatest strength—and our greatest weakness—is our charge. You four, cover the flanks.”

The team advanced in perfect sync. 

They cleared the first floor. 

Then the second.

And then—the third.

The floor was filled with furnaces, incinerators, and an array of fire-related equipment. 

With every tilt of a massive crucible, flames erupted from the incinerators, sending waves of heat through the chamber.

“Ugh…”

Rachael leaned against Erich.

Being close to him calmed her.

She hated how her subconscious kept drawing her toward him, but she had no choice.

The situation was dire.

“There are an awful lot of monsters here.”

“Stay calm.”

The battle on the third floor was fierce. 

Medium-sized beasts and golems tightened their encirclement.

The four dismounted their golems. 

As their two mechanical guardians blocked the front and rear, the rest quickly dispatched the remaining enemies.

They broke through and ascended to the fourth floor.

A deep voice greeted them.

[“So, you’ve made it this far.”]

A humanoid monster awaited them—a creature encased in living stone, steam hissing from the cracks along its body.

The sheer pressure of its presence was suffocating. Erich narrowed his eyes.

[“Are you the boss?”]

The creature chuckled, releasing a faint, smoky breath.

[“Impatient, aren’t you?”]

The monster straightened its back, its voice dripping with amusement.

[“I am Redoff the Stone Sage. I was granted this domain by a great one. You trespass upon my territory.”]

Redoff pointed a stony finger at Erich.

[“Mage. What is your name?”]

Erich hesitated, then answered.

[“…Erich Rohnstein.”]

[“So it was you who dared to steal my precious golems?”]

Erich did not respond. 

The monster’s gaze flickered between him and David.

[“You must be skilled. But if that’s the case… why is your mana so pitiful? Or are you simply hiding your power?”]

[“Who knows?”]

In truth, Erich’s mana reserves were meager. 

But stating that outright would be foolish. 

Letting the enemy overestimate him was a blessing.

He lowered his voice.

[“Answer me. What are you doing here?”]

[“Are your eyes just for decoration? You saw the lower floors, didn’t you?”]

[“We were too busy smashing through to take a good look.”]

Redoff let out a dry chuckle.

[“Then let me show you.”]

The monster pulled something from its robes—a mana stone.

A desperate voice shrieked from within.

[“Help me! I don’t want to suffer anymore!”]

Redoff raised the stone to his mouth. 

And bit down.

CRACK.

A sickening crunch echoed as the stone shattered into pieces.

The presence inside it vanished.

The air around Redoff surged with mana.

[“When you imprison a soul within stone, it becomes a mana crystal. Given enough time, it matures into an excellent energy source. Of course, maintaining this process outside is… difficult.”]

It was him.

This was the bastard who turned David and Kalon into stones.

Erich clenched his fists. 

He would make sure to crush this thing.

Just then, the Saint stepped forward.

“Mage, it’s confirmed. He’s part of the Demon King’s army.”

“How do you know?”

“The name ‘Redoff.’ I’ve read it in the scriptures. He’s an officer of the 17th Legion. He wields stone magic—just like you.”

That meant one thing.

“He’s real. Unlike those ghouls, he’s the real deal. We need to be careful.”

Erich knew plenty about demons.

Not all demons were strong. 

But all demons were cunning. 

Every single one had long since sold their soul to the abyss.

He slipped a frost stone between his fingers. 

A failsafe.

Redoff sneered.

[“I’ve told you more than enough. Time to die.”]

Erich and Rachael moved closer, shoulders nearly touching. 


There was no need for further words. Extracting information came second. 

Breaking the enemy came first.

[“Crush them.”]

Redoff began his incantation.

Before he could finish, Tiria raised her Baculus.

Divine Blessing, Grace for All.

A shimmering Sefiron spread over the group like woven threads of light. 

Warmth surged through them, filling them with renewed strength.

And then—

[“Ahhh!”]

For the souls trapped within the mana stones, it was a final release.

[“It’s warm! I can finally fly away!”]

The spirit within the shattered stone dissipated.

It was an ascension.

Redoff’s incoming fire magic fizzled out into nothing. 

Wrinkles formed around his eyes.

A divine power that could interfere with souls.

[“How irritating.”]

He clicked his tongue, brushing away the remaining shards. 

His other mana stones were still intact. 

The blessing wasn’t strong enough to destroy them outright. 

But if he tried to use them, the divine magic would purge them instantly.

[“A mage and a saint, working together. His Majesty will find this amusing.”]

Despite his status as a demon, Redoff wasn’t known for brute strength. 

His true power lay in his golems.

With his options dwindling, he had no choice but to escalate.

[“A Burnt Offering.”]

He whispered the words.

[“To the demon of the north, I offer a lesser sacrifice.”]

A Lesser Sacrifice.

A ritual in which a demon offered a fraction of their soul in exchange for power—like making a microtransaction with the abyss.

[“I offer a sliver of my noble soul. Grant me the strength to kill them. Let my golems awaken.”]

The air trembled.

And the battle truly began.

Scorpion golems, pre-prepared for this moment, dropped from the ceiling. 

Their stingers plunged into the heads of David and Kalon.

“Urgh!”

A vertical crack split open between David’s brows. 

Instead of injecting poison, the scorpions ignited flames in the wound. 

David convulsed in agony and collapsed, unable to rise immediately.

Erich’s eyes burned with fury.

“These bastards…!”

“Mage, deal with them first!” 

Rachael urged him. 

She knew Erich and David were close, but now wasn’t the time for sentiment.

“We need to take down the scorpions first!”

Tiria sprinted with Miyo, while Erich ran alongside Rachael.

Erich examined the scorpions’ exoskeletons. 

Their armor wasn’t particularly thick. 

If he could strike them with enchanted lapis stone, he could break through—but that was easier said than done.

The scorpions were unnervingly fast, far quicker than the dinosaur golems they had just fought. 

Their movements were sharp, almost as if they had been infused with demonic energy.

And indeed, they had.

No ordinary golem could move like this. 

They had been enhanced by demonic power. 

However, since the price paid for this power had been minimal, their armor hadn’t been reinforced.

That was their weakness.

“Mage!” 

Tiria shouted.

“My superior and I will bind them! Use that opening to attack!”

Erich nodded. 

Tiria brandished her baculus and began chanting a prayer to bind the enemies’ souls.

‘Divine punishment, repentance, and atonement.’

She had used this debuff technique earlier in their battle against the dinosaur golems. 

If a human was controlling the golems’ cores, this might be enough to shake their focus. 

As Tiria recited the prayer, the scorpions’ movements slowed.

“Ah… ahh…”

“One thousand, one hundred.”

The scorpions groaned. 

Their legs twitched and scraped against the floor. 

Redoff’s expression hardened. 

The mage was a problem, but the priestess was equally troublesome.

No matter.

She, too, was part of the plan.

“Sergeant, throw it!”

Miyo cast a net wide, trapping two scorpions at once.

“Got ‘em!”

Now was the time.

Rachael unleashed her divine power to the limit. 

She drew an extra spear from her back, gripping one in each hand.

“Goddess, grant me strength.”

A short prayer. 

Then, she drove both spears into the trapped scorpions.

The spears sank deep. Rachael didn’t stop there—she twisted them. 

Sacred energy surged forth, incinerating the scorpions from within.

This would finish them for sure—

Until—

“Agh… it hurts, Rachael.”

“Why… why are you stabbing us?”

The scorpions spoke pitifully.

“…Daisy? Olivia?”

Rachael’s pupils dilated, the light fading from her eyes.

“It’s us… Daisy, Olivia. Don’t you recognize us? We finally… finally found you again…”

“Please… end it, Captain. We’re finished. We can’t… suffer anymore.”

She never imagined she would reunite with them like this.

Slowly, Rachael withdrew her spear. 

Small flames flickered from the mouths of the two golems—Daisy and Olivia.

[“Checkmate.”]

The tiny flames, like the embers of a cigarette, suddenly flared out of control, engulfing Rachael.

The golems self-destructed, smoke billowing into the air.

Redoff smiled in satisfaction. 

This was precisely what he had planned.

[“As expected, they were formidable in combat.”]

Daisy. 

Olivia.

Among all the soulstones Redoff had acquired, theirs were undoubtedly of the highest quality. 

Even after relentless experimentation, they had resisted insanity and endured. 

He had expected them to be excellent weapons.

Of course, the sacrificial energy infusion had also enhanced them.

[“A pity.”]

Wasting such fine specimens.

But no matter. 

There were always better souls to harvest.

The explosion had caught both the priestess and the fox beastkin in its radius. 

Since no voices came from the smoke, they had likely been taken out. 

Redoff’s grin widened. 

The thought of collecting their souls pleased him.

[“Now then, let’s see if they’re properly cooked.”]

Just as he reached out to disperse the smoke—

Thud.

Something grabbed his face.

A hand. 


Burnt blackened, yet unyielding.

Erich’s right hand seized Redoff’s skull and began to crush.

[“Freeze.”]

Crack.

Before Redoff could react, a layer of frost encased his face.
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Rachael gasped in a wild panic.

“Hah… hah…”

She didn’t know what was happening anymore.

She had stabbed her petrified comrades—they exploded. 

She saw the bursts of flame with her own eyes. 

She thought she would die right then and there.

But somehow… she was still alive.

Her spear had long since slipped from her hand. 

She had no strength left. 

Slowly, Rachael opened her tightly shut eyes.

“Haa… haa…”

Her desperate breathing began to calm.

It was because she felt safe. 

She was in Erich’s arms. 

He held her tightly, refusing to let go.

“Ha… ha…”

“…Hey. You okay?”

Just that—Are you okay?

She was so glad she had learned the language of the Mage Kingdom.

“Y-yeah.”

“Good. Then pick up your spear. Hurry.”

Even as she stooped to retrieve the fallen weapon, something felt off. 

Normally, under circumstances like this, it would be impossible to stay mentally stable. 

If Rachael had been alone, she would’ve collapsed without a doubt.

“Hey, your hand…”

“Burned again. Damn it.”

Erich uncapped his water flask and poured it over her right hand. 

Black scorch marks ran across it, some already blistering.

Rachael’s body, by contrast, was relatively untouched. 

He had promised that not even a spark would land on her… and just as the mage had sworn, he had kept that promise.

“Magus! Major! Are you alright?!”

“Cough! Cough! Thought I was dead!”

Tiria and Riyo were safe as well.

The biggest issue now was the golems. 

David and Kalon had lost much of their power after being hit by the scorpion golems. 

Those, too, had taken heavy damage between their self-destruction and the freezing spells.

Rachael gripped the spear shaft tightly.

“Ha…”

She felt tears threaten to fall. 

She felt like she could collapse at any second.

But two things kept her standing: Erich von Ronstein, and her need for revenge.

“You bastard.”

Rachael and Erich took off running. 

Their destination: Redoff, who had been blown away by Erich’s spell. 

No matter what, they would kill him.

***

[“Kuhk…”]

Redoff, already struck once by Erich, couldn’t regain his senses.

Unfortunately for him, he’d taken a hit right to the face. 

And Erich hadn’t just fired a simple froststone.

Immediately after, he’d driven a strike of obsidian deep into his skull, blowing off half his head.

Not that something like that would kill a demon.

But if the next blow landed… survival would be uncertain.

Especially because—

“Goddess of War…”

“Goddess of Healing!”

“O Creator of All Things…”

[“Oh heavens…”]

Rachael, Tiria, Riyo, and Miyo… even Erich himself, all whispered prayers.

“Forgive our recklessness.”

“Take all I am and wield it!”

They charged without concern for mana exhaustion or Sefiron depletion.

It was madness. 

They could’ve all died. 

Extreme exhaustion would surely follow such an attack.

Redoff’s mind couldn’t comprehend the logic of humans.

No matter how angry they were, there was no reason to go this far. 

At least one of them should’ve lost the will to fight and run.

But now he understood—even if he didn’t understand.

They weren’t acting blindly. 

They were showing resolve. 

If they lived, they would live together. 

If they died, they would die together.

It defied all sense.

Why? 

How did a mage and the followers of the Holy Spirit Church become so united—so tightly bound?

Redoff grit his teeth and raised both hands to summon a new golem.

But before he could finish, a radiant beam pierced his heart.

The Saintess’s holy power repelled his demonic energies, while delivering divine judgment straight to his soul.

Tiria’s sacred power had restrained him, ensuring the blow would land. 


The Valkyrie’s power and Erich’s magic focused solely on destructive force.

They didn’t have enough mana—but then Miyo touched Erich’s back, sending her energy into him. 

Small, but pure.

It was enough.

They gave it everything they had.

[“Ku… Huhhk…”]

And they succeeded in cleaving the demon in two.

After that, they collapsed—no one needed to say it aloud. 

They held onto each other just to stay upright.

Their throats burned. 

Their limbs tingled. 

Their heads felt like they were being roasted in flame. 

If they lost focus for even a moment, they might never wake up.

Panting heavily, they struggled to stay on their feet.

The demon… was still breathing.

[“Y-you… insane bastards…”]

[“…Talk. What are you planning in this place?”]

[“You think I’ll talk just because you told me to—cough!”]

[“We’ll find it all in the archives anyway. You may as well save us the time.”]

[“Heh… heh heh, hehehe…”]

The demon chuckled weakly.

[“Fine, I’ll tell you something fun. This tower was designed to collapse if I die.”]

[“…What?”]

[“You’ve got five minutes. All the records here will be turned to ash. Even if you escape with your lives, you’ll get nothing. Understand?!”]

His voice grew sharper—his final defiance before death.

[“Worry about yourselves first. In your condition, do you think you can get out of this tower alive? Dream on! Go ahead, try it if you think you can!”]

The demon cackled, then his head slumped. 

His body had been wrecked by Erich and the Valkyrie. 

His soul had been torn apart by the Saintess’s judgment.

He was dead.

Rumble—

The stone tower began to shake.

“…No way. He wasn’t bluffing?”

“We have to get out! Ngh—!”

“I… I can’t move… Arghhh…”

They had succeeded in killing the demon with everything they had.

But they had not planned for this.

They collapsed into each other’s arms.

The tremors grew stronger.

‘Damn it—wasn’t there any way out of this?’

“Miyo!”

“That was all the magic I had earlier! It’ll take more than twenty minutes to gather it again!”

“We still have to try!”

“I am trying!”

Miyo and I both began weaving our breaths together.

No good. 

Three minutes had already passed, and we hadn’t even gathered half. 

At this rate, we couldn’t activate the teleportation stone. 

A thunderous crash echoed from downstairs.

A pillar was collapsing.

“Ghrrngh.”

The Valkyrie crawled toward the place where the scorpion golems had fallen. 

It was dangerous, but I didn’t stop her. 

That’s where her comrades—those she’d been so desperately searching for—were.

“Guys… I-I’m here. Where are you? Please, I’m sorry. Say something, please. Just once… before I die… let me hear your voices, one more time…!”

She lay prostrate and sobbed, pitiful and broken. 

Pebbles began to fall from the ceiling, a few clattering against my head.

The Saint and Riyo clung tightly to me.

“Erich.”

The Saint’s voice trembled. 

Her eyes—naturally… of course?

Why were they yellow, not blue?

She was on the brink of death—shouldn’t they be…

“It was short, but I’m glad I met you. You gave me a new perspective. I realized… I was wrong. If only I had met you sooner…”

“What… what are you trying to say?”

“I like you.”

“…What?”

“I don’t really know how else to say it. So I’ll say it like this. I like you. I love you. I was interested in you. Three months… wasn’t long, but…”

“Carsten…”

“You were a kind man, Erich.”

The Saint closed her eyes and leaned against my shoulder. 

A single tear trailed down her cheek.

I couldn’t say anything.

“Dying… it’s terrifying, isn’t it?”

She looked serene—like she had let go of everything.

At that moment, only Miyo and I were still performing the Mirquil. 

Only we clung to life.

Was it desperation? 

Or willpower?

“Even if it’s hopeless, Riyo and I will stay by your side until the end. That’s the kind of bond we have. Even if we could walk away unscathed, we’d never abandon you in danger.”

Of course, looking at the speed the mana was gathering, I knew it was hopeless. 

We both knew.

Was this really the end?

“Guys… where are you…?”

The Valkyrie was still lying flat, weeping toward the scorpion golems. 

She’d catch a cold at this rate.

Then—it happened.

“The golem’s core, as you can see, is located in the upper back.”

“If you unravel the magic circle like this, and this, then smash it… it opens right up.”

“…?”

Two golems, their heads blown off, scraped their feet across the floor as they yanked the scorpion golem’s core free.

It was David and Kallon.

I was stunned. 

They hadn’t moved since taking the stinger attack—I thought they were unconscious, or gone.

That’s why my anger had flared to the surface.

But… they were alive?

“Dying is my specialty.”

“And pretending to be dead is mine.”

“Isn’t this the best kind of easy gig?”

My mind blanked for a second.

“As long as the core survives, the body keeps going. That’s nothing for mages like us.”

“Erich-senpai, a true mage considers even situations like this. Since we still had bodies, we stored mana in advance. Just trust us.”

David and Kallon moved in perfect sync. 

They extracted the mana stones from the Valkyrie’s fallen comrades, held them in their mouths, and brought the energy to me.

It was inefficient, transferring from golem to human. 

But it was enough.

Mana restored.

“H-huh? What’s happening?” 

The Saint gasped, her eyes snapping open in confusion.

There was no time to explain. 

We had less than thirty seconds left.

The dead demon turned to powder and scattered. 

I scooped up the fallen mana stones and forced myself to stand. 


Every joint screamed in protest.

Less than ten seconds now.

As the ceiling was about to collapse entirely—I spoke the incantation.

“Let’s go.”

The teleportation stone responded, as if it had simply been waiting for the command.



 
  Chapter 72: A Little Bit Of Love (2)


In the blink of an eye, we were transported from the stone pagoda to the entrance of the Thornbrush Forest.

RUMMMMBLE—!

The stone pagoda was collapsing behind us.

Documents? 

Maps?

None of that mattered. 

The fact that we’d made it out alive was miracle enough.

The only thing worth worrying about was the mana imprint—but even that wasn’t a real concern. 

I’d recorded everything the moment we entered the pagoda.

“You all look exhausted. Allow me to guide you to the emergency raft.”

“Using our full strength against the demonkin at the start was the right call. Risky, yes… but now that things turned out this way, we’ll take turns standing watch. Get some sleep once we’re back.”

The female soldiers and I were carried on the backs of golems.

The MVPs of this battle were undoubtedly David and Kalon. Without them, would we have even broken through?

“We owe the dead for their help, huh?”

“Don’t let it bother you. We’re all comrades. Doesn’t matter who came first or last.”

More than anything, I was worried about Valkyrie.

I forced my head to turn toward her.

“She’s out cold.”

Valkyrie had been unconscious for some time, collapsed on her stomach, clutching the magic stones we’d torn from the scorpion golem. 

Tear stains still clung thickly to her cheeks.

“Those stones are completely cracked.”

“I know.”

This battle had left Valkyrie with nothing but scars—emotional ones. 

She’d spent so long searching for her comrades, only to reunite under the worst possible circumstances. 

The trauma must have been immeasurable.

“Valkyrie can’t break. We can’t afford that.”

“For your survival?”

“Yes.”

“You’re so stiff.”

Kalon clicked his tongue.

“Be honest with yourself for once. Admiral Dietz used to point that out all the time, didn’t he?”

“You mean that I’m overly sentimental?”

“Exactly. Do you know how many years I’ve watched you? It’s obvious when you’re nearby. Deep down, you want Valkyrie to be happy. Tell me I’m wrong.”

“How can I wish happiness for the woman who killed you and David?”

“Good question.”

I couldn’t answer. 

My words caught in my throat.

“Erich, I’ll say it again: our deaths are already in the past. Death can’t be undone. Saying we don’t have regrets would be a lie, but dwelling on it changes nothing. So you—live. Be happy.”

“Senior…”

“Don’t waste time feeling guilty for me or David. No need to shackle yourself. If nothing else, just focus on escaping for now. But even then, treat that girl well. She deserves that much, don’t you think?”

“…Yes.”

First, I’d need to fix the magic stones. 

Patch the cracks, find Valkyrie’s fallen comrades’ spirits, and return them to the stones.

Easier said than done—but it had to be done.

As those thoughts swirled in my head, we finally arrived at the emergency raft.

“From here on, it’s food and water we need to worry about.”

The Saintess spoke.

“Let’s rest today and search for supplies starting tomorrow. If you’re hungry, tell me. I still have some dried fruit left.”

I nodded. 

We’d have to remain on this island for a few more days until our wounds healed.

I used the remaining water to disinfect my right hand, then wrapped my wrist with herbs and natural gauze the Saintess had prepared. 

She whispered a healing prayer. The sting faded slightly.

“Aren’t you tired?”

“I’m alright. I recovered on the way here.”

“As expected of a Saintess. You used your holy power to the limit, yet you’re already back on your feet.”

The Saintess had been avoiding eye contact with me the entire time.

“Um, Mage…”

“Ah, that reminds me. I have something to ask.”

She hiccuped.

“W-What is it?”

“Would you help me repair these magic stones?”

“Repair them? Me?”

I briefly explained my plan.

The fox sisters and I would repair the stones physically. 

Then, the Saintess would locate and summon the souls of Valkyrie’s comrades.

It wasn’t impossible in theory. 

If the spirits named Daisy and Olivia still lingered on this island, it could work.

But it could also fail. So we agreed not to tell Valkyrie until we succeeded. 

Giving her false hope could destroy her.

“Alright. And also…”

“Is there something else?”

She sighed deeply.

I knew why she was acting this way. 

I gave her a wry smile and raised a finger to my lips.

“We nearly died back there, didn’t we?”

“Y-Yes! Absolutely!”

“I’m exhausted. I’m going to lie down. You’re welcome to join me.”

I flopped down onto the raft. 

Riyo and Valkyrie were already passed out. 


Aside from the Saintess, everyone else would probably be bedridden for a few days like last time.

The Saintess lay beside me. 

The raft was full now. 

Her eyes were a soft pink. 

We’d shared sleeping space before, yet she still blushed. 

Truthfully, so did I.

“Carsten?”

“Y-Yes? What is it?”

“Earlier, when you said you liked me… Did you mean it?”

“No.”

The Saintess shut her eyes, answering firmly.

Too easy.

She was Lumina. 

Lumina was a type of half-elf. 

Not quite a full elf, but still—long ears and all. 

Elves and their kin express emotion through their ears.

Her ears twitched violently.

They didn’t offer detailed information like her eye color, but one thing was certain.

She was excited.

I yawned loudly so she could hear, then closed my eyes.

One second. 

Two. 

Three…

Exactly four seconds later, I snapped my eyes open.

“Ah.”

“Caught you!”

She had been sneaking a peek to check if I was asleep.

Her eyes—well, never mind the rest.

“I could say a lot, but I won’t.”

“A-Ah, u-uh…”

“You must be tired. Get some rest. I hope you dream of the one you love tonight.”

“I—I won’t! There’s no such person!”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes!”

“I hope I dream of the woman I love tonight.”

“You love someone? Who?”

“My future wife.”

“Is she… someone here?”

“I’m not sure.”

The Saintess let out a relieved sigh.

It was finally time to sleep.

“Hrk… h-hic…”

Valkyrie’s soft sobbing was hard to ignore, but I said nothing.

As the mage beside her fell asleep, Tiria sank into deep thought.

There’s a saying that people become honest when faced with death.


Tiria understood that in theory.


But she never expected that, in the moment, she’d end up confessing to the mage.

Only now, after everything, did she finally take a step back and examine her feelings.


She liked him. Maybe even loved him.


Why did I say that?


So embarrassing!

“One hundred and one…”


Tiria squirmed in place.

Deep down, she wanted to throw herself onto the raft and thrash around like a child.

Not that there was enough space for that sort of thing.

Erich von Ronstein.


She’d felt something for him—admiration, perhaps. 

He had a reassuring presence as a man.

But could she really call it love?


She hesitated.

After all, Tiria had always been the one to give love as a saint, not receive or feel it as a woman.


It was hard to accept something she’d never understood.

“You’re toying with me…”


Her eyes shimmered like stars in the night sky.


Her heart was slowly, gently being dyed by a feeling—like clothes soaking through in a drizzle.

She didn’t yet know the name of this emotion.


But maybe…


Maybe it was love.


Days passed.


Thanks to the saint’s help, her body had recovered significantly. 

Even the burns on her hands had begun to heal.

Once they ran out of rations, they started fishing along the coast.


The net helped them catch a few fish here and there.

It wasn’t a feast, but it kept the four of them from starving.


Just barely.

Today was no different.

Clutching her growling stomach, Tiria stared intently at the sea.

Damn it… this hunk of junk needs to just set sail already.

“Got one!”

Riyo shouted gleefully.

“This one’s Erich’s!”

Wait—

Since when did she start calling him by his name?

It wasn’t a bad day, all things considered. 

They grilled the fish over an open flame.

If only they had palm leaves or something.

This island had everything—except what they actually needed.

Tiria picked up a branch skewered with grilled fish and headed for the lifeboat.

Inside, Valkyrie sat curled up in a corner.

Tiria sighed.

“Still sulking?”

“Here, eat.”

“…Not hungry.”

“You need food to stay strong.”

“Don’t want it.”

“Don’t be childish. You have to eat if we’re going to get out of here.”

“I said I don’t want it.”

“What?”

“I don’t want to live.”

Valkyrie lifted her head.

Her face was streaked with tears.

“And what would change if we escaped, huh? Would my family and friends come back? They won’t. So why should I go on?”

Her once golden eyes—bright like the sun—had long since lost their light.

Ever since the day after they defeated the leader, she’d been like this.

No amount of comfort from the saint or Riyo had helped.

It was as if a massive spike had been driven through her heart.

“I came all this way to find my fallen comrades. I wanted to see them again… to talk to them… but—”

She had found them.

And she’d stabbed them herself.

Blood welled on Valkyrie’s lips as she bit down hard.

Tears brimmed in her eyes.

A dangerous sign.

“…Go away.”

“Don’t be like that.”

“I said go! I want to be alone!”

Tiria sighed and sat beside her.

Valkyrie tried to push her away, but then gripped Tiria’s right hand tightly.

A small groan escaped her lips.

“…Kuh.”

“…Ugh…”

Valkyrie slowly let go.

Right.

Tiria had gotten hurt trying to protect her.

God, I’m such an idiot.

“No one wants to be alone. It hurts because we’re lonely.”

“Do you even understand what I’m saying?”

Probably not.

Tiria didn’t always understand Valkyrie either.

Which is why she brought a gift.

“I finally managed to fix this today.”

She pulled two small stones from her pocket.

“Do you recognize these?”

“…!”

Valkyrie’s eyes widened.

Tiria held two shimmering, iridescent stones in her hand.

“See? These are the soulstones that held your squadmates. It took a while to restore them. The saint and Riyo helped whenever they could.”

While Tiria and Riyo physically repaired the soulstones, the saint had gone in search of the spirits that had wandered off.

They built crosses and stone towers, waiting patiently.

Eventually, the lost souls found their way back, guided by the markers.

Hummmm.

The stones in her hand began to hum.

“I found your friends last night and placed them inside. I know it sounds weird but… you get it, right?”

It could’ve failed.

Even if they found the souls, there was a chance the stones wouldn’t hold up.

But—

Tada.

No failure.

Tiria had retrieved the mana circuits from David and Kalon’s golems and placed the soulstones back in.

[“…Dyu…”]

[“…Tya…”]

David and Kalon couldn’t speak anymore.

That was fine.

In time, they’d set up signal beacons or build voice-mimicking modules.


Now, there was just one last step left.

Clack.

The power stones slotted perfectly into place.

And slowly, the two golems began to rise.





 
  Chapter 73: A Little Bit Of Love (3)


Rachael’s mind had already been at its limit for four months.

Life on the deserted island was far from easy. 

There were days she had to go hungry, nights she couldn’t sleep because of monsters, and times she lay feverish and bedridden. 

Each day was painful.

Physically.

Mentally.

She had been cornered for so long, and now, with this latest event, she had finally shattered.

‘Rachael, you kicked away the opportunity the goddess gave you. Can’t even recognize your friends’ voices and stabbed them? You really are a pathetic fool, aren’t you?’

“No… that’s not true.”

‘Not true? Face it. This was always your fate. To die alone, without family, without friends. Like a weed growing through cracked asphalt.’

“Ah… ha, haha…”

Her breathing grew erratic. 

She couldn’t eat, couldn’t sleep. 

The light had long since left Rachael’s eyes.

‘Maybe it’d be better to just die like this.’

Even if the war ended and she was discharged, she would still be alone—no human connections, no one waiting for her.

She feared meeting people again, feared they’d die too, feared they’d leave her like the others.

Even rage was gone now.

Killing that mage who murdered her friends—would it change anything?

What did revenge matter anymore?

What purpose did justice serve?

Even the sense of responsibility felt too heavy. 

Rachael made up her mind: in the next battle against a boss monster, she would go down with it.

‘Yeah. That would be the easiest way.’

Just as her thoughts sank deep into despair—

“Captain Rachael?”

A miracle happened.

“Captain? That’s really our captain’s face! Are we dreaming? Caaaptaaaain!”

…She was supposed to be dead. 

Her body had stopped moving. 

And yet she was alive? 

How?

The one making a fuss was Daisy.

The calm, observant voice belonged to Olivia.

Their voices were completely different, yet Rachael had no trouble recognizing them. 

She had known their tones and speech patterns for years.

Doubting her own ears, Rachael lifted her head.

Two dinosaur-like golems stood before her.

And from them—came a familiar presence.

“…Daisy? Olivia?”

“You’re not seriously telling us you don’t recognize us just because we look like this, are you, Lieutenant Brightheart?”

“Shall we remind you of what happened at the Glaston Orphanage?”

Rachael cried. 

Really, she cried like hell. 

More than she ever had.

The three of them embraced tightly, breathlessly.

The flood of tears didn’t end for over an hour.

How could it?

She was talking with friends she thought she’d never see again.

“Still the same crybaby, huh?”

“You’re an adult now. What are we going to do with you?”

Watching them from a little distance away were two others—Tiria and Riyo.

“Ugh, I thought I was going to die staying up all night. Collecting stones, carving them, synthesizing them… That mage treated me like some poor grad student!”

“But it was worth it, wasn’t it?”

“Yeah. Totally.”

“I also realized what a memorial truly is. Gathering souls… means gathering hearts, doesn’t it?”

Tiria’s eyes sparkled with a newfound clarity, as if she had discovered her own doctrine. She and Riyo dabbed at the corners of their eyes and waited for the tide of emotion to settle.

Eventually, the storm of tears subsided.

It was time for formal introductions.

“Lieutenant Daisy Elaine, 101st Battalion!”

“Lieutenant Olivia Muron, also 101st!”

The two golems bowed their heads.

Tiria returned the salute.

“Tiria Karsten, Colonel and military chaplain under the Joint Chiefs. It’s a pleasure to meet you. But you’re no longer part of the military—so please, just call me Tiria.”

But Daisy and Olivia shook their heads.

“Even in death, we remain followers.”

“We’ll call you Saint, if that’s alright. That feels most comfortable.”

Tiria nodded solemnly.

Even in death, bound by the ranks of life—something she, as a religious figure, would have to ponder.

“Saint, thank you for your help. Without you and Sergeant Riyo, we wouldn’t have been able to reunite with Rachael.”

“We’ll never forget what you’ve done for us.”

Tiria smiled gently and pointed beyond them.

“If you want to give thanks, direct it to that mage over there.”

The man was tall, strikingly handsome, his features clear and sharp.

Rachael hadn’t even noticed him earlier in her emotional haze, but now that Tiria pointed him out, he stood out clearly.

“Oh my.”

“Who’s the pretty boy?”

“His name is Erich Lonstein. He’s a Major from the Magic Nation. He was stranded with us during the mana ship crash… and according to Major Brokenheart, he’s the one who killed you both.”

Silence fell.

“I don’t know the details. Why don’t you talk to him yourselves? In the meantime, Sergeant Riyo and I have other matters to attend to.”

“Can we kill that mage?”

“Oh, I forgot to mention—no, you can’t.”

Daisy and Olivia immediately switched into analysis mode.

Through their conversation with Rachael, they managed to recover their memories of the moment they died.

“Yeah… it’s coming back. I think it was that guy.”

“He really had the nerve to throw a fireball at us, huh?”

The mage was slumped against a life raft, asleep—apparently exhausted. The two golems approached. Rachael quickly followed.

“Wait! Don’t kill him!”

“Why not?”

“Because… he’s necessary if we want to escape the island.”

Rachael forced the words out.

“I know… I know this must be shocking, hearing me defend the mage. Honestly, if you wanted it, I’d be ready to help you kill him and follow you to the afterlife. But… there are two people who still need to live.”


The Saint and the Engineer.

“To protect them—Saint Tiria and Fox Sergeant Riyo—please wait. Once we escape, you can do whatever you want with him…”

As Rachael pleaded, she felt a sharp stab in her chest.

The truth was… a little different.

For some reason, she didn’t want the mage to die.

Just as her internal conflict reached its peak—

“Pfft.”

“Hehe.”

Daisy and Olivia burst into laughter.

“We won’t kill him. The Saint told us not to, remember?”

“Besides, he did kill us once… but he also helped bring us back.”

“And now that I think about it… we were the ones who attacked first. If he wanted to live, he had no choice but to fight back.”

“Of course, it wasn’t exactly a pleasant experience.”

Baeklinite burns even underwater. 

The two of them kept burning until the moment they died. 

They felt it all—every moment of their insides sizzling and turning over.

“Captain Rachael, we’re not trying to make things difficult for you.”

“Use me all you like while we’re stuck in here. Once we’re out, you can decide whether to kill me or not. No rush.”

“But there’s one thing I’m curious about. Why did the mage save us?”

“He must have a plan. He wouldn’t do that without a reason.”

“Captain, don’t you have any guesses?”

Rachael said she didn’t know. 

She did have a few suspicions, but they felt too much like delusions, so she buried them.

“We just don’t have enough information on that mage.”

“You never know. He could stab us in the back before we get the chance to escape.”

“Captain, can you tell us everything that’s happened between you and the mage since the first day we got stranded?”

“I’ve been wondering how you managed to survive all this time.”

She nodded. 

That much, she could share. 

Climbing up onto a rock and pulling her legs close, Rachael let herself drift into memory. 

It had been four months ago, but everything still felt vivid, like it happened just yesterday.

First, when they met on the first island.

“The mage extended the olive branch first?”

“It’s always the ones who want peace that turn out to be the real bastards. Smells fishy. Smells real fishy.”

When she was sick, and he’d nursed her back to health.

“Wow. Bold move. That’s a thick face if I’ve ever seen one.”

“He stayed on watch by himself for three whole days? That’s not normal. Impressive, in both good and bad ways.”

When they were cornered by monsters and hid in a cave—and what happened there.

“You slept together? Naked? Are you insane?!”

“Shhh, quiet! So what happened next?”

Escaping the island. 

Meeting Tiria and Riyo. 

Taking down monster leaders one by one.

“Brutal. I guess you had no choice but to work together.”

“Now I see why the Saintess and that fox kin were so mellow. Mages like that are rare. Is he… better than we thought?”

The days when he stayed with her even when she was in a foul mood, calming her anger with unwavering patience.

“Let’s be honest, Captain. You’ve got a nasty personality.”

“And he just let it slide? That’s basically enlightenment.”

And finally—

When he helped her face the trauma triggered by fire on the current island. 

When he stood guard, shielding her from the very thing that terrified her most.

“That’s the whole story.”

She had spoken with complete honesty.

Looking back, so much had happened. 

She’d survived countless trials with the mage—and somehow, she’d grown attached to him. 

Her chest felt inexplicably warm.

“There’s one more thing. Something… odd. I’ll tell you, just because it’s you two.”

“When I’m in his arms, I… calm down. I don’t even notice it at first. My mind’s screaming ‘No’, but my body just… relaxes. This feeling—”

She didn’t know what it was.

Rachael lowered her gaze. 

Saying something like that, when so many of her friends had died at the mage’s hands… it felt shameful. 

Dishonorable. 

But it was the truth.

And just as she was about to move on—

“Oh my.”

“Hooooly moly.”

The two spirits went into full panic mode.

“Oh my oh my!”


“Holy moly guacamole border collie broccoli—!”

Rachael blinked. 

What the hell was wrong with them?

“Captain, everything you said? It’s all real, right?”

“You have to snatch that man up while you can.”

“…What?”

Now what nonsense were they on about?

“Snatch him?!”

“Exactly what it sounds like. He’s perfect marriage material. Lock him down.”

Daisy and Olivia’s entire attitude had shifted after hearing the full story. 

And honestly, it was understandable—what the mage had done was extraordinary.

“Think about it. Who treats their enemy that well, especially in a life-or-death situation?”

“He risked his life just to do the right thing.”

“And look at him. That height, that face, that personality—and you’re telling us he’s got a doctorate from a prestigious academy? At our age? That’s not just a good catch, he’s a once-in-a-lifetime, lottery-level catch!”


“And he even prays with the Saintess in Spirit Church services? Most mages don’t even touch religion! That kind of maturity? Whoever marries him is going to live like a queen.”

It was the dead ones who were getting ahead of themselves.

Rachael struggled to keep up.

“Wait, wait! You’re moving way too fast! Slow down and start from the beginning! What exactly do you expect me to do?!”

“Jump him.”



 
  Chapter 74: A Little Bit of Love (4)


Rachael had little knowledge about sex.

Beyond the education she’d received in the military, she knew next to nothing.

Even so, she wasn’t so clueless as to miss a blatant euphemism.

When someone said “jump him,” well—

It obviously meant that.

Sex.

She’d never done it. 

Not even witnessed it. 

Just overheard stories now and then, and even then, she’d paid them no mind.

But now?


Now it was different.

As soon as Daisy said it out loud, Rachael’s heart began to pound wildly.

“Hurry up and make it official before another girl steals him away! Just lick your lips, shove him down, and the rest will be smooth sailing! Do you know how simple guys are?”

“Are you crazy? You want me to fall in love with that Mage?”

“Daisy was being intense, sure, but she’s not wrong.”

“Olivia, not you too!”

They were acting strange. 

One conversation, and suddenly they were both on her case.

The truth was, Daisy and Olivia knew Rachael too well. 

She couldn’t lie—especially not with her face.

She already had the look of someone falling in love.

Whenever she talked about the Mage, her lips would curl up unconsciously.

That was when her two companions were hit with the truth.

At this rate, they would become the obstacles.

But instead of letting jealousy take root, they chose friendship.

Rachael had no way of knowing this.

So when her friends suddenly flipped sides, she could only be bewildered.

“Boss, remember how you used to sing about it all the time?”

“Sing about what?”

“Wanting to find a good guy and get married.”

“Well… yeah, I did. So now you want me to marry him?”

“Yup.”

“Absolutely not. No way.”

“Because of us?”

Rachael gave a small nod.

“That Mage is my mortal enemy. He killed you two, and I killed his friends. We’re only working together to escape this damned island. That’s temporary. Once we’re back, I’ll have to follow military orders again.”

And following orders meant—

Targeted assassinations of high-level mages.

Rachael Brokenheart would have to sortie again.

Infiltrate enemy lines.

Kill more mages.

That was the purpose of the Valkyrie unit, after all.

Perhaps that’s why the Mage kept watching her.

Wary. 

Guarded.

“I’m not falling for it. He doesn’t care about me—he just needs me. He can’t survive without me, so he’s helping. That’s all.”

“Isn’t that what caring looks like?”

“Boss, let’s assume everything you said earlier was true. In a crisis like that, most people drop the mask. Their true nature comes out.”

“No, I—”

“Truth is, you’re scared. Scared you’ll grow attached. Scared that, one day, you’ll have to kill him with your own hands.”

Rachael opened her mouth, but no words came.


She had so much to say. And yet—nothing.

The silence of the night air was broken by Daisy’s voice.

“Captain Rachael, we’re okay. It sucks that we died, yeah—but what’s the point in dwelling? Honestly, being able to talk with you again like this feels like a miracle.”

She knew.


The Mage had never meant to kill Daisy and Olivia in the first place.


He didn’t want to die himself, so he used magic on strangers he bore no grudge against.

Rachael sighed.

“My head’s a mess. I just… need more time to think.”

She looked up. The sky was dark.


They had talked all the way until dawn.

Climbing down from the rocks, Rachael let out a long yawn.

Down by the lifeboat, the Mage was asleep, flanked by two women—Colonel Tiria Carsten and Sergeant Riyo.

Both were nestled close to him.

“Looks like there’s already some stiff competition.”

“Can’t afford to waste time.”

The two golems whispered.

“If we keep dragging our feet, someone else might snatch him up before we even make a move.”

“Think positive. If he’s popular with women, that means he’s a safe bet. Being liked is a good sign.”

“Olivia, are you serious? You ever see a guy you like getting cozy with some other girl? Do you know how jealous that makes you?”

“I kinda like it, actually.”

“What part of that is likable?”

“Because it means I get to take him. The rush of winning… Imagine it—sharing a deep kiss with the guy in front of the girls who used to crush on him. Like, See? He chose me. That’s the difference between you and me. Mmm~”

“What the hell happened to you after dying? You go nuts?”

Daisy gave Olivia a look like she was staring at a dinosaur.

Meanwhile, Rachael found herself caught in a dilemma.

She could just lay down anywhere and be done with it.


But ever since her friends had started egging her on, the Mage was stuck in her mind in a very specific, annoying way.

After a long pause, she made her move.


Slowly, she nudged Riyo away from the Mage.

“Wahhh—!”

Riyo rolled away like a dropped stone. 

Her beastkin warmth and scent left behind a humid trace.

Rachael slipped into the spot beside him.

“Oh my.”

“Oho~?”

Her sudden maneuver was enough to pull Daisy and Olivia’s attention away from their squabble about true love versus competitive seduction.

When Rachael gently placed her hand on the Mage’s body, a strange sense of calm settled in.

Her mind resisted, still full of denial.


But her body remembered.

Only in his arms could she truly rest.

“Oh my, oh my~”

“Shhh.”

Rachael’s eyelids fluttered closed.


For the first time in days, her insomnia was cured.

Just a little—


Her unconscious heart began to awaken to her feelings.

Tiria, as always, would rise before the break of dawn.

No matter what time the night watch ended, she always woke around five. 

If there was nothing urgent to do, she’d try to catch a bit more sleep.

It was a habit she picked up in the monastery, not the military.

Today was no exception.

Before the sun peeked over the horizon, her eyes fluttered open naturally.

And then—she saw something unexpected.

“…Major?”

Major Rachael Brokenheart was fast asleep, hugging the mage like a plush cushion. 

Her breathing was steady, soft, and untroubled.

And Sergeant Riyo?

Pushed aside by Rachael, she was curled up in a corner, tail tucked into her arms, sleeping in a fetal position that somehow felt… pitiful.

“You’re awake?”

It was the two golems who greeted Tiria.

“What happened while I was asleep?”

“Nothing unusual.”

“No, I’m not asking if we were attacked during the night watch. I’m asking why the Major is hugging the mage like… that.”

“…We’re not sure either.”

“My bad. I’m clearly asking the wrong people.”

Tiria shifted her gaze toward the mage.


And upon seeing Rachael clinging tightly to him, the very first thing she felt was—

Hoo.

—Jealousy.

She’d been feeling it now and then.


Like when Sergeant Riyo would flirt with the mage.


Or when Major Rachael embraced him like this.

She envied them.


She resented them.

Tiria took a slow breath, steadying herself.


Why had she begun to feel this way?

“…Ah.”

After long reflection, she finally understood.


And she chose to accept it.

Tiria Carsten had feelings for Erich Rohnstein.

From the moment they met, she sensed something extraordinary about him.


Respect came easily. Admiration followed.


Maybe that’s when her affection first began.

After facing death together more than once, a bond naturally formed.


And such bonds between a man and a woman often grow into something more.

Erich, after all, had impeccable manners.


Even in the harshest of moments, he never lost his temper.


He was kind—equally kind—to everyone.


And not once had he used his magic for anything cruel or selfish.

So it was only natural—


That when she saw him getting close to other women, something inside her stirred.

He was kind to everyone.


He made everyone feel special.


But Tiria… she wanted that warmth for herself alone.

“…This isn’t right…”

It was an ugly emotion.

Now was a time for unity.

They couldn’t afford pointless rivalry.


Even if it came to a love triangle, she vowed to keep duty and emotion strictly separate.

“Everyone’s going to be hungry when they wake up.”

Right now, food came first.

Tiria grabbed a branch smeared with pine resin and rekindled the campfire.

She skewered the leftover fish and insects from last night, letting them roast over the flames.

They didn’t look particularly appetizing, but it didn’t matter.

They needed to eat to survive.

With nothing else to do while they cooked, Tiria quietly approached Erich.

He was still fast asleep, face peaceful.

On a whim, she gently took his hand and pressed her lips against the back of it.

“…This much should be okay, right?”

“It’s not okay.”

“…?”

Tiria’s head snapped up.

Over Rachael and Erich’s shoulders, Riyo was lying on her side, propped up on one elbow.


Her half-lidded eyes looked drowsy—at first glance.


But there was something in them—thick and sticky, like melted sugar in chocolate.


A gaze like that… couldn’t possibly belong to Riyo.

“…Colonel.”

Her voice was low.

Of course.

It was Miyo—the older sister.

She slowly sat up and spoke.

“I’m entering my heat cycle soon.”

The words were absurd—yet she said them plainly.

“My sister and I have a… personal interest in the mage. I’m terribly sorry, but could you refrain from touching him—at least until March?”

Tiria blinked, briefly flustered.


Then she calmly straightened her expression and replied.

“…Sorry, Sergeant.”

Smooch.

Tiria’s lips brushed the back of Erich’s hand once more before she let go.

“But I’m interested in this man, too.”

She had just sworn that even if it came to a messy love affair, she would keep her professionalism.


And right now, they weren’t fighting monsters.


This counted as personal time.


“Luminas are in heat from January through December… So Sergeant—no, friend—could you yield, just this once?”

Miyo’s half-closed eyes flew wide open in shock.


Tiria chuckled softly, gently touched her lips, and returned to the fire.

Her smile was calm, but her eyes gleamed with a soft pink hue.

It was the day their full-scale escape preparations began.



 
  Chapter 75: Fourth Escape (1)


I didn’t wake until the sun was already high in the sky.

“You’re awake?”

“Why didn’t you wake me sooner?”

“You’ve been exhausted for days. We’ll be leaving the island soon anyway. A day of rest won’t hurt.”

The Saint smiled softly. 

The engineer beside her nodded in agreement, murmuring his assent. 

It was a familiar scene—no different from usual.

Only one person was out of place.

Valkyrie.

A strange weight on my arm made me glance down. 

Valkyrie was sleeping beside me, her breath quiet and rhythmic, still clutching my right arm.

Weird. I don’t remember sleeping with her.

“The Major was tired too. You two should rest as much as you need,” the Saint said.

“Won’t you be short-handed?”

“You mean for gathering food? Don’t worry.” 

She gestured toward the shoreline. 

Two golems were splashing about in the shallows, catching fish. 

Their enormous bodies moved with surprising glee. 

It still felt surreal.

“Do you want to eat now?”

“I’ll wait a little.”

I lay back down. 

The exhaustion still clung to me.

From that angle, Valkyrie’s face was right in front of mine.

Hair like polished obsidian. Skin pale and luminous like white jade.

Clichés, maybe—but sometimes only clichés can capture true beauty.

Just yesterday, she looked a mess. Her skin had been dull and dry, her hair tangled beyond repair. 

With her sunken eyes, she looked like she was on death’s doorstep.

Even now, objectively speaking, not much had changed.

But one thing was different.

Her lips. 

Curved slightly upward.

Her eyes opened, almost as if summoned by magic, and met mine immediately.

She flinched for a moment but quickly composed herself. 

She didn’t pull her arm away. 

That meant she must’ve wrapped herself around me willingly last night.

Then she said, “Thank you.”

Her voice was flat, emotionless even—but somehow that made it more sincere. 

It was the first time I’d ever heard true gratitude from Valkyrie.

“I fell asleep before you did last night. I’m sorry. Let me introduce myself properly.”

That afternoon, I was formally introduced to Valkyrie’s two companions through the Saint.

“Daisy Elaine.”

“Olivia Muron.”

It wasn’t easy.

After all, I’d killed them myself.

Well—tried to, anyway. 

Or rather, they tried to kill me first. 

I just did what I had to do to survive. 

Still, harming others is not something that can be justified so easily.

Apologizing felt… tricky. 

So did explaining.

What response would work best here?

I wasn’t stupid.

I knew how to survive.

“I’m sorry.”

I buried my misfortunes. 

Acknowledged theirs. 

In other words, I empathized.

Usually, if you show even a little understanding, things don’t spiral too far out of control. 

Even with the worst kinds of people. 

Sure, they might spit in your face. 

But just once. 

Not twice.

After my apology, I bowed my head. The atmosphere shifted.

The golems fell silent for a while. 

Then they began murmuring to Valkyrie in the language of the Spirit Kingdom—one I didn’t understand.

“Oh my, he’s actually a decent man, isn’t he?”

“Let’s jump him.”

Valkyrie shook her head fiercely, her expression darkening. 

Something strange was being discussed, that much was clear.

Were they debating whether to kill me during our escape?

“I’ll help you pick an outfit that kills with kindness.”

“The best revenge? Marry him. Keep him forever. Then we can finally rest in peace.”

Valkyrie’s expression grew darker still.

Damn it. 

Am I really going to die after all this?

I mean, sure, everything I did was calculated—but I still helped her, didn’t I?

The whispering ceased. The golems spoke to the Saint, who translated into the Mage Nation’s tongue.

“They say they want to kill you right now, but they’ll wait until the escape. 


They want to see if you’re worth sparing.”

“Seriously?”

“Yes. They’ll observe you, then decide if you should be… eliminated.”

“Eliminated?”

“I think they mean you will be eliminated.” 

The Saint drew a finger across her throat in a slicing motion.

My mouth clamped shut.

“Ssshhh…”

“Don’t worry, Mage. If anything happens, I’ll help you. Even if you’re captured in our country, I’ll visit you every day, bring you food and watch over you.”

“How comforting.”

“Right? Try to see the bright side.”

I didn’t regret sparing them. 

If I hadn’t, Valkyrie would’ve broken—and if she broke, facing monsters would’ve become infinitely harder.

Like always, I just had to treat them well. 

Even if I was the one who killed them, forgiveness wasn’t impossible… right?

“Oh, Mage, do you know what day it is today?”

“No idea. Is there a festival in the Spirit Church?”

“It’s not just us. It’s a global event.”

She pointed to the sky.

“The Day of Twin Lights. The first full moon of the new year.”

“Ah.”

“We had a year-end celebration, remember? We missed the new year, but we can still honor the full moon.”

“Are you going to make a wish?”

“Of course.”

Night fell.

The four of us lay side by side in the lifeboat.

It was cramped. 

I could feel every bit of body heat and each breath from those beside me.

Grrrrgle.

Stomachs rumbled all around. 

Mine joined in.

“Sounds like everyone’s falling apart.”

“I don’t even have the strength to talk.”

“I swear, I could eat dog food right now.”

We had eaten, technically—but barely. 

With the surrounding waters heated from the island’s fiery nature, most fish had fled or died. 

The few we caught were weak and listless.

There’s only so much hunger that water and insects can satisfy.

At this rate, we’d all fall into serious malnutrition. 

We needed to reach a bountiful island and set up base—fast.

“We’ll set out within three days at the latest.”

“That sounds good.”

Suddenly, light spilled across our faces.

“Mage, look!”

“The moon!”

The full moon was high in the sky.

We sat around the lifeboat, only half-upright. 

Thanks to the brilliant moonlight pouring down, there was no need for a campfire. 

The Saint clasped her hands together.

“Everyone, make a wish.”

Making a wish under the first full moon of the new year—it’s something people do all over the world. 

Just as new wine goes in new cups, resolutions are best made at the beginning of a new year.

Valkyrie and Riyo clasped their hands too. 

The three female soldiers silently offered their wishes.

The stones and golems were far less reserved—they spoke their wishes out loud.

“Please let me get a girlfriend. Even though I’m dead.”


“Please let me get a girlfriend. Same here, also dead.”


“Please let me get a boyfriend. I’m dead too.”


“Please let me get a boyfriend. Likewise—dead.”

Seeing everyone pray, I made a wish as well. 

Honestly, I think of this stuff as superstition, but given the situation, I’d cling to anything. 

I was exhausted from making it this far.

The Saint asked,

“Mage, what did you wish for?”

“I wished that the four of us would escape safely.”

“Hmm, that’s so ordinary.”

“Well, there’s nothing else I really want.”

If we can just escape, that’s enough. 

Oh, and if the war could end too, that’d be nice.

“What about the rest of you? What did you wish for?”

“That’s a secret.”

“Secret.”

“Want to guess?”

Secret, huh. 

What could they have wished for that’s so great?

And then, a shooting star fell.

“Ah!”

“You’re supposed to say your wish out loud when it’s a shooting star…”

“No choice then. Let’s share just among ourselves.”

The three women spoke at the same time.

“Please let this bond with the magician last a long time.”

“Please let Erich bite my shoulder.”

“Please let me escape this island with the magician, survive the war, and meet again… huh?”

The mood shifted instantly. 

It was hard to see in the dark, but the three women were exchanging glances filled with silent, knowing tension.

Despite the heat, a cold chill ran through me. 

I looked around uneasily.

“Ahaha!”

Riyo was the first to laugh, and then the three women burst into giggles. 

Before I could even ask, the Saint spoke up in the language of the Magocracy.

“All three of us wished for the same thing. What a coincidence…”

“Is that so?”

“Yes. Anyway, we’ve made our wishes, so it’s time to sleep. I’m not going easy on you starting tomorrow.”

She was right. 

We’d agreed to leave in three days—starting tomorrow, things would get intense. 

I shut my eyes quickly.

But maybe because I’d napped earlier, sleep wouldn’t come.

So I started counting. 

One rock, two rocks, three…

“He’s asleep.”

Tiria peeked into the boat to confirm that Erich had fallen asleep. 

In the dark, Rachael and Riyo’s eyes glimmered faintly.

They, too, turned to look at Tiria. 

Her pale green eyes glowed slightly—betraying the jealousy quietly simmering beneath her composed saintly exterior.

Tiria sighed and calmed herself.

“This is personal time, so I won’t bring rank into it. Just answer honestly. Do you have feelings for Erich von Ronstein?”

Riyo’s hand shot up—faster than Tiria’s.

Rachael was the last to raise hers. 

After a bit of hesitation, hearing the ruckus from the two “dinosaurs,” she timidly lifted her hand as well. 

That alone shocked both Tiria and Riyo.

“Aren’t you and the magician mortal enemies?”

“Well, my friends kinda talked me into it…”

Tiria looked up. 

The two dinosaur-like golems stood imposingly behind Rachael.

“You two… don’t tell me—”

The golems smacked their lips.

“Saint, we have eyes too.”

“It’s awkward if we start fighting in front of the magician when he’s awake, right?”

“So we decided to compete fair and square only when he’s asleep—like now.”

“As someone who spreads the teachings of the Holy Spirit, we figured you’d approve.”

Tiria and Riyo were stunned. 

These two souls had been directly killed by the magician. 

And yet, they were now trying to help their closest friend be with him.

“We know Rachael best.”

“She’s not great at expressing herself. We’ve always had to give her a push.”

Tiria lowered her gaze. 

Rachael sat with her head bowed, twisting her hair between her fingers—less a hardened warrior and more like a bashful girl.

“Major… I didn’t expect this from you.”

“…I’m sorry.”

“So you have feelings for the magician too?”

“No, not exactly… Actually, I’m not sure. I just— I think I’d like to see him again after the war. To get to know each other better…”

“Then… would you be willing to step aside for me?”

Rachael turned around at that. 

The golems hissed steam behind her.

Don’t hesitate.

If you do, you’ll lose him.

That seemed to be the message—and Rachael could no longer lie to herself.

She laid down beside Erich. 

Lightly embracing his arm, she spoke.

“No, I can’t.”

Her voice trembled.


But it was clear and unwavering.

“This man is my target. I found him first. I marked him first. So— whether it’s killing him, hating him, loving him, or marrying him— I get first rights.”

The feelings that had long slumbered beneath the surface finally emerged.

“So don’t cut in line.”

It was a burning, heartrending mix of love and hate.
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Rachael was surprised—even though she was the one who brought it up.

‘Was I really this concerned about the mage?’

She couldn’t believe it. 

And yet, the thought of another woman taking him away made her chest ache unbearably. 

Rachael did not regret what she had said.

“The mage’s fate… I’ll be the one to decide it first.”

Naturally, the lifeboat was plunged into an icy silence. 

Tiria sighed, and Rachael bit her lower lip hard. Riyo, caught between the two officer-ranked women, simply rolled her eyes.

“…Is that so.”

Tiria nodded.

“So that’s how you feel, Major. Understood.”

“There won’t be consequences for this?”

“If there were, that’d be unjust.”

Tiria had no intention of pressuring Rachael or Riyo with her higher rank. 

She had two reasons. 

First, Erich wouldn’t like it. 

Second, she was a saint.

Her gaze drifted toward the sleeping Erich.

“The mage… he’s quite something.”

A chuckle escaped her lips. 

A man with the skill to turn enemies into allies, and allies into enemies. 

Perhaps the most dangerous figure among the Magocracy’s officers.

“There’s no doubt now—we’re rivals in love. But as both of you know, we’ve been shipwrecked on an uninhabited island. Monsters roam freely, and we constantly struggle with food, shelter, and clothing. If any of us gets hurt or sick, we’ll be down for days.”

Tiria had long read both romance novels and historical texts, and she knew they all taught a shared lesson: love triangles destroyed groups.

Whether it was several women fighting over one man or several men over one woman, it wasn’t rare for noble houses—or entire nations—to falter or vanish as a result.

‘All for that kind of drama?’

Tiria had once thought such things were ridiculous. 

But now, with these intense emotions stirring in her heart, she realized it wasn’t so far-fetched.

Which meant she had to control herself even more.

“We must not fracture. Keep personal and professional matters separate. When the mage is awake, do your best to behave as normal. Don’t forget—survival and escape are our top priorities.”

“…Yes.”

“We understand.”

It was a necessary conversation. 

Afterward, the three of them—under Tiria’s lead—established a few rules:

First, during work or battle, forget that they were romantic rivals.

Second, never fight in front of Erich while he was awake.

Third, flirting was allowed—as long as it didn’t violate the second rule.

And fourth, no one was allowed to confess their feelings first.

The last rule was especially important.

“Love isn’t a one-way street. If the mage has feelings for one of us, he’ll confess on his own. The best we can do is wait and test the waters.”

Tiria’s rules, on the surface, were perfectly reasonable. 

And in truth, they were—offering a way to compete fairly without losing sight of survival.

“Understood. I’ll abide by them.”

Rachael felt a wave of relief.

“Ah…”

But for the fox sisters, it was bad news.

Mating season had already begun. 

Their bodies were itching. 

Being told not to confess was basically the same as being told not to eat for the next two months.

Worse still, the foxes were ahead in the race with the mage.

Riyo and Miyo had already grown close enough to brush their tails against him. 

The mage had more than half fallen for them already. 

If they pushed just a little harder, they could have him wrapped around their fingers in under an hour.

And now they were told—no confessions?

Just when they had made up their minds to deepen the relationship?

“Sergeant Riyo, is there a problem?”

“N-No, ma’am!”

Riyo shook her head vigorously. 

The logic behind the rules was sound—she couldn’t find a flaw. 

She had no choice but to comply.

But then, she saw it.

‘Heh…’

Tiria’s eyes shimmered yellow, and in that moment, Riyo realized she’d been played.

Think about it—Tiria had only banned fighting while the mage was awake.

And right now? The mage was asleep. It wasn’t work hours, and no monsters had appeared. It was the perfect time for a personal conversation.

“…You noticed?”

That’s right.

Tiria had crafted these rules specifically to hold back the fox sisters. 

If Riyo followed through with her double whammy of pheromones and a surprise confession (and maybe even pregnancy), it would’ve been game over for Tiria and Rachael.

“Let’s not throw ourselves all over our dear Erich, okay?”

“Okay?”

“Ha… Haha, yes ma’am.”

That night, Riyo had to twist her entire body and bite back a scream rising from deep inside.

***

Erich’s group didn’t linger. 

Exactly three days later, they left the island with supplies and ores. 

All they left behind were two empty golem husks, too heavy to carry.

Faint embers flickered on the desolate island.

But soon after, something changed. 

The collapsed stone tower and surrounding earth began to tremble.

Step… 

step…


A demon was clearing debris, surveying the ruins.

She was a spider beast, with a dark body patterned with crimson markings. 

Her lower half was pure arthropod, but her upper half resembled a human woman. 

Black hair. 

Red eyes.

[…]

Rumble…

At her gesture, a pile of stones crumbled like sand.

Beneath the fallen rocks, a small stone door was revealed. 

She spun a thread from her fingers and hooked it to the door.

Creak… 

creak…

The hidden door groaned in protest as it opened.

Descending the steps through the yawning maw, she entered a small chamber lit only by a few glowing stones. 

She could sense another presence without much effort.

“So you were alive after all.”

Her gaze fell to the far corner of the room.

“Seventeenth Legion Acting Commander, Redoff.”

“…Salbira…”

The crude stone body creaked with each movement. 

Redoff let out a dry sigh.

“Please, I need your help. Those damned humans who came out of nowhere did this to me.”

“At least you didn’t die.”

“In this state, it’s as good as being dead. This is a spare golem—moving it takes effort.”

Technically, Redoff hadn’t died.

Strictly speaking, his main body had perished, but through a flash of brilliance, he managed to escape with his consciousness intact.

His essence was bound to a stone, and as long as the original gem remained unharmed, he could persist.

“I managed to fool the binding divine arts—barely. But I never imagined the enemy’s strength would be that overwhelming. Give me a second chance, and I’ll crush those intruders completely.”

Redoff ground his rocky teeth.

The stone tower had collapsed, and the golems were all obliterated.

Research no longer mattered.

That cursed human mage and their party—he would chase them to the edge of the island and kill them if he had to.

“Commander Salbira, please help me. Your threads should be more than enough. If you can just help me move my joints, I’ll take care of the rest.”

“Alright. I’ve been meaning to use my threads anyway.”

“Truly?”

Salbira pulled out strands of white, sticky thread from her hand.

“Cover yourself with this. You’ll feel better soon.”

“I will carry this debt for the rest of my life.”

Salbira’s hand covered Redoff’s muscles. 

The threads began to expand, crawling up from his ankles to his legs, then over his torso and face.

Wrapping, and wrapping, and wrapping again.

The pressure crushed his joints, cracking even his mana core.

“Mm—mmrrrggh—!”

His neck snapped.

Arms and legs tore apart.

His entire body was reduced to shattered fragments.

Yet, the threads held, forming a firm, unyielding cocoon.

Crack.

Salbira tugged the cocoon up and hung it from the ceiling.

Then she pulled out a magical quill and a sheet of paper, writing a single sentence:

[Report from the 28th Legion: The 17th Legion has been annihilated. While investigating the ruined mage tower, the body of Acting Commander Redoff was discovered and laid to rest.]

No sooner had she placed the final period than the letters lifted off the page and vanished into thin air.

“Heh.”

Salbira smiled faintly and stepped outside.

***

“Ugh.”

The valkyrie gagged. 

It was starting again.

“I—I’m fine. Really.”

“Are you?”

“Y-yeah. R-really…”

I moved to pat the valkyrie’s back but hesitated. 

She let out a small gasp and turned away.

“…No, not fine.”

What did she want me to do?

“Pat you? Comfort you? Uh…?”

The valkyrie was sweating and frowning, struggling to find the words. 

Then, as if remembering something, she tapped her lower back and muttered:

“…Touch me.”

“You want me to pat your back?”

“Yeah, p-push me down.”

The phrasing was clumsy, but the meaning got across. 

I nodded and reached out my hand.

As I gently rubbed her back, the stone bodies nearby stirred noisily.

[“That’s it! That’s the stuff!”]

[“This isn’t their first time. Have they always been like this?”]

[“Yes.”]

[“I’ve been on this deserted island the longest, so I know. They’ve been like that since the first island.”]

Two more voices joined in quickly, so the channel never went quiet.

The valkyries from the Holy Spirit Nation, also trapped in stone, spoke in ethereal tones, easily understood despite their spiritual forms.

[“Good, if this keeps up… hehehe.”]

[“They’ll be fine without us.”]

Still, something felt strange about how the valkyries were talking.

Tiria and Riyo, who had been watching me pat the valkyrie’s back, merely flicked their eyes in our direction, saying nothing.


Something about the mood was… odd.

But I had no time to worry about that. 

After rowing for what felt like an eternity on an empty stomach, the island we’d been aiming for finally came into view.

I pulled out the mana compass—and gasped.

The needle spun in circles, completely lost.
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Origin Stones store information.

And unless tampered with, they never lose that information.

So when the mana compass, which had always pointed in one fixed direction, began to spin, it was clear that something was very wrong.

“What’s going on?”

“I need to check something.”

I swapped in a spare Origin Stone and replaced the needle.

The result was the same. The new compass spun just as wildly.

There was only one possible explanation.

“Our destination is nearby.”

An exit.

Or more precisely—a door in the barrier.

“Does that mean we can get out of here?”

“Most likely, yes.”

“Are you sure it’s not just a faulty stone?”

“In my experience, stones don’t lie,” I replied.

“If we’re lucky, we might be able to return by next month.”

Just that one sentence brought color back to the faces of the women around me.

Even my heart began to race.

How long had I yearned for the comforts of civilization?

But it was too soon to relax.

The war might still be ongoing.

And beyond that, we had a very real, immediate problem.

“…Damn.”

Tools break down over time.

Our lifeboat was no exception.

After months of heavy use, it had started to deflate.

Scuff marks covered its surface.

In short, the boat had reached the end of its life.

“It’s too dangerous to travel in this now.”

Maybe on calm waters it would be fine, but in this archipelago—where storms brewed at the slightest provocation—it would be suicide to set sail in a shoddy vessel.

We had to abandon the lifeboat.

From now on, we’d have to build something ourselves—anything that could float.

Ideally, we’d find a proper escape route on this island, but we had to prepare for the worst.

“…Oh.”

Surprisingly, Valkyrie seemed genuinely upset about parting with the boat.

“It’s been with us from the beginning.”

“Feeling sentimental?”

“Y-Yeah,” she nodded.

But sentimentality couldn’t outweigh survival.

If that boat tore apart mid-journey, it would mean our deaths.

So we made a plan.

The odds were high that the exit was somewhere on this island.

A long-term search was necessary.

It would be best to set up a proper base.

“Major, what do you think?”

“This island looks promising,” Valkyrie said, climbing down from a tree.

“Mage, over there. That’ll be our home.”

I nodded. Just like on the third island, we would prioritize finding shelter.

Beyond the forest, a plateau stretched under a sky painted with slow-drifting clouds.

The terrain looked manageable, though it was too far to reach immediately.

Still, the forest was normal enough.

The sound of running water, birdsong—it was practically paradise compared to the scorched rock and fire of the last island.

The Saint smiled.

“Shall we look for a place to live?”

And right then, someone’s stomach growled—loudly.

Within seconds, the Saint’s eyes turned a delicate shade of pink.

“…Let’s take care of food first.”

I thought back to what we’d eaten on the last island: fish, water, a few bugs, some primitive grains.

And more fish.

Endless fish.

We smelled like fish.

It was unbearable.

I didn’t want to look at another fish, let alone eat one—unless it came with herbs, maybe.

“Mage, look at that!”

While exploring the woods, we found a beehive.

It was a honeybee nest.

[This is worth the challenge.]

[Be careful not to get stung.]

I lit a branch coated in pine sap, sending smoke curling up into the air.

Fwoosh!

The bees buzzed frantically and flew out.

I glanced at Valkyrie, hoping the fire wouldn’t upset her.

She seemed fine… or so I thought.

Then, without a word, she clung to my right arm.

Just four months ago, I couldn’t have imagined a scene like this.

Had she forgotten I was once her sworn enemy?

Whish!

Valkyrie hurled a spear.

The tip struck the top of the hive, and the whole thing fell with a dull thud.


“Honey! Sweet, glorious honey! Oh—uh, I mean, fox-honey!”

Riyo bounded after it like an excited pup—or rather, a fox—and retrieved it.

It took some effort, but we successfully harvested the hive.

[You’re in the Air Force, act like it—live the sweet life, got it?]

[Understood! I’ll live even sweeter!]

[Tell everyone above and below you to lie on their deserted islands and enjoy the sweetness too.]

We split the hive into four equal pieces.
Each of us took one and began nibbling away at the edges.

“God, I’ve been craving sweets…”

“Hehe… this is so good…”

Dignity?

None of us had any left.

Naturally so—after over two weeks surviving on a few fingerlings and gulps of water, our stomachs were nearly fused to our spines.

[Honey has about 300 kcal per 100g—very high energy. Even a little should fill you up nicely.]

[You know stuff like that, Myuron?]

[Yes, I was really into cooking and nutrition when I was alive.]

[You’re surprisingly well-read.]

[Just average, really. What about you, Kalon?]

[I’ve always enjoyed cooking too. Even did kitchen duty during training camp…]

[Oh, me too.]

My eyebrow twitched as I sucked on the honey.

The atmosphere between Olivia the Valkyrie and Kalon, our former battalion commander, was… strange.

The oddity didn’t end there.

[Lieutenant Kanihi, didn’t you study at Laron Academy?]

[That’s right.]

[So how did you end up here?]

[I was still in school when the war broke out. The government drafted me. I wanted to live, so I enlisted in the Air Force—best match for my major and skillset. And here we are.]

[But… didn’t you have any pride in serving your country?]

[None. The country didn’t give us anything—it only took. How could I feel patriotic? Maybe if the war ends, they’ll give me a rice paddy or two.]

[You can say things like that? I thought all mages were loyal to the Magocracy.]

[A hundred people have a hundred opinions. I only speak like this because I’ve already died once. Personally, I think the Führer should step down.]

“I’m sure I’m not the only one who thinks this way,”…was the thought that echoed in my head.

“Oh my,”

David, of all people, brought up politics.

Of course.

Talking about politics—especially with someone you’ve just met, and especially someone from an enemy nation—was easily the number one thing not to do.

“But it turns out the people of the Magic Kingdom aren’t all that different from us.”

Surprisingly, the opposing Valkyrie didn’t seem to mind.

If anything, they looked… pleased.

The tension between the two felt odd, electric.

It was getting hard to ignore.

My mind, as always, refused to rest.

If two of them went quiet, the other two would start chatting.

I had to make vocal cords for all four of them—fast. If not, I’d be suffering from sunup to sundown every single day.

“Hey, mage.”

The Valkyrie called out to me and held out a piece of honeycomb.

“Eat this.”

“What about you?”

“I already ate. I’m good.”

“I still have some left. Who knows how long we’ll go without food again. Better eat while we can.”

“Then… let’s trade.”

She pointed at the honeycomb in my hand.

“I’m full. You’ve got less food. Let’s switch, yeah?”

“…Alright.”

Truth be told, I wasn’t as hungry as I thought I’d be. Her offer wasn’t a bad one.

Come to think of it, this could be calculated kindness on her part.

She probably thought escape wasn’t far off, and she was preparing.

Maybe it was also a way of repaying her debt from the last island.

The Valkyrie I’d seen so far was someone who gave back as much as she received.

“Here. Open up.”

I scooped the last of the honey from my comb and offered it to her.

She accepted it without hesitation, like a baby bird, mouth open.

Her chewing was oddly cute.

What the hell was I thinking?

“Oh my??”

“Ohhhhh!!”

While I was spacing out, the stones inside me screamed in delight.

I snapped back to reality—my index and middle fingers were warm.

Soft, like they were stuck to something moist.

The Valkyrie was sucking on my fingers.

I yelped and yanked my hand back like it had been burned.

“What the hell are you doing?!”

“You don’t like it?”

Silence fell like a stone.

I glanced around—Saintess and Riyo had frozen in place like statues.

Riyo spat out the beeswax she’d been chewing with a dramatic blegh, and the Saintess was so shocked, her eyes turned completely white.

The Valkyrie shifted her gaze away, mumbling under her breath.

“…It’s annoying when it gets on your hands.”

“Honey?”

“Yeah.”

The words you can just wash it off in the stream reached the edge of my throat, but I swallowed them.

Mostly because the Valkyrie’s comrades suddenly started yelling nonsense behind us.

Thwack.

She tapped my shoulder and stood up.

“Let’s go.”

She tossed the rest of her portion into her mouth and rose to her feet.

It was inevitable the mood among us would be… weird for a while.

At least we could easily find food here—berries, wild herbs, the like.

There were small animals too, but we prioritized finding water first.

At long last, we found a stream.

The current was gentle, and a small pool beside it looked perfect for bathing.

The depth reached my waist, on average. Just right.

“The ground’s level here. It’ll be easy to spot approaching monsters. How about we make this our base?”

“I think that’s a great idea.”

From this point on, everything would change.

Up until now, it had all been about survival.

But now… now we could begin to live.

The real crafting would begin.



Somewhere in the Forest…

A single bee flew up a tree that towered at least thirty meters into the sky.

At the top sat an enormous beehive, covered in perfect hexagons.

Perched atop it was a demon, legs crossed.

“My queen.”

She was a being with traits of both human and bee—

Former division commander of the Sixth Legion of the Demon King’s army: Virzoneh.

But now?

She was the Queen of the Hive, ruling over the island’s insectoid beasts.

“Intruders have entered the island.”

At this report from a worker bee, the Queen’s eyes opened wide.

She shifted her legs and spoke with calm authority.

“Tell me everything.”

“One male, three females.”

“One man? Is he handsome?”

“For a human, yes. Tall, striking… a fine specimen. Comparable to your own majesty, my queen.”

“Does anyone else know about this yet?”

“Not yet. Aside from the Mushroom Witch and the Vampire, most of the upper brass are unaware. This island is massive, after all. There are many landing points… And with the resurrection ritual nearing completion, most of them have gathered at the center.”

Tap.


Tap.

The Queen tapped her throne, lost in thought.

“They made it to the threshold of paradise… They must be highly skilled. As one tasked with guarding the coast, I must treat this situation with the utmost caution.”

She stood, a slow smirk creeping across her face.

“First, spread the pollen across the forest. Make the male desire me so much, he can’t even look at the other girls. The hunt can begin after that.”



 
  Chapter 78: Pheromone Showdown (2)


By the time dinner was finished and the day’s hunt came to an end, night had already fallen.

“We’ll have to take turns standing watch again until we make a golem. Who wants to go first?”

I had expected the answer to be a simple game of rock-paper-scissors.

But I was wrong.

“The mage doesn’t need to keep watch tonight.”

“Huh?”

“I’ll take an extra two hours.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

The saintess smiled slyly.

“You’re tired, aren’t you?”

“Well, yes, but… are you really okay with this?”

“Erich.”

Her hands came to rest gently on my shoulders.

“You worry about others too much. That’s the problem. Look at this—your shoulders are all stiff. What will you do if you don’t even take care of yourself?”

Her voice sounded somewhere between a sulk and sorrow.

‘Isn’t this strange? This sudden kindness…She must just think well of her junior. No need to overthink it.’

A faint glow emanated from her fingertips—the holy light of healing. 

The aching in my shoulders slowly faded.

“Get a good rest tonight. If you want to work hard, tomorrow’s not too late.”

“…Understood.”

I had no choice but to answer that way. It was because of her eyes. 

A deep blue, the color of sorrow and sympathy. 

They told me she genuinely cared.

A priestess from an enemy nation, worrying over an officer of the Mage Country.

…Heh.

Maybe I haven’t lived so badly after all.

Feeling guilty, I decided to tidy up my gear and lie down early.

The greatest gain today had been the beehive. Its main component: beeswax.

Beeswax had been used for centuries—for candles, for tanning leather.

Though making candles required a more complicated process…

But more importantly, beeswax was an excellent insulator.

And an insulator?

It’s a material that blocks things—be it electricity, heat, or even mana.

Coating a magic stone with beeswax prevented external mana leakage.

In other words, it could slightly increase the stone’s efficiency.

I rolled the chewed beeswax into a ball and set it aside to dry.

I’d use it later on a stone I planned to craft.

Next, I worked on preparing some animal hides.

“Hoo…”

The temperature was lower than expected.

It wasn’t the scorching heat of summer, more like a crisp spring or autumn night.

With the wind, it was the perfect recipe for catching a cold or falling into hypothermia.

I planned to build a bed eventually anyway.

No harm in tanning the leather early to use as a blanket.

It might smell a bit from my lack of skill, but better that than freezing to death.

“Hey, Mage!”

“Riyo? What is it?”

“Are you gonna build a house tomorrow?”

“Yeah, that’s the plan.”

She nodded, then suddenly, her expression changed. Her sister, Miyo, spoke through her lips.

“And starting tomorrow, you’ll resume tutoring me too, right?”

“Of course. Now where did we leave off?”

“You were about to teach me the components of a mana circuit.”

“Ah, that’s a quick one.”

“That means…?”

“I’ll just teach you now.”

Miyo’s tail swished wildly.

It was adorable—impossibly so.

Adorable?

Am I losing my mind?

The tutoring session lasted longer than expected.

“Sweet Erich…”

Miyo poked the collapsed mage with a teasing smile.

“Today was intense again.”

She was thrilled to have monopolized the mage’s time.

Neither Rachael nor Tiria could butt in—it was too technical a discussion for them.

The mage’s teaching skills resembled those of a talented professor.

That PhD wasn’t just for show.

The fact that someone so brilliant would dedicate time to her, earnestly and for free, sent shivers down Miyo’s spine.

The more she learned, the more fascinating it became.

The more she experienced it, the deeper she fell.

To her, magic was a subject worth studying even after death.

Recently, she had begun to truly understand its usefulness.

For instance, when using the goddess’s power to craft something, it was often more efficient to supplement divine energy with mana than to rely on divine force alone.

“Lieutenant.”

As she reviewed what she’d learned, Tiria approached.

“How’s the mage?”

“Completely out.”

“I see.”

That simple response was a signal.

Tiria rested her chin in her palm and looked at Rachael.

“Major, you were amazing today.”

“You mean during the hunt?”

“Yes. You moved so smoothly—whether catching beasts… or catching men. Truly unpredictable.”

Riyo also recalled the scene from earlier, her tail tapping against the ground as she whispered,

“Right? Who would’ve thought you’d suck on the mage’s finger… and of all people, you, Major Brokenheart.”

“Ah…”

“Major, just three months ago you weren’t like this.”

“No, I—I mean…”

“So it’s true, huh? You have feelings for the mage.”

Rachael lowered her head.

What had happened earlier today… even she had been half out of it.

Her face flushed with heat.

The mage had looked flustered, too.

Since that moment, the two hadn’t exchanged much conversation.

Still, this awkwardness wouldn’t last forever.

She and the mage had survived the hardest days together on this deserted island.

They had entrusted each other with their lives.

That kind of deep, desperate bond wasn’t easily broken.


When enough time had passed, when the mage had calmed down, and they could speak openly again… maybe then—

“…Hmph.”

“Ahem.”

Riyo narrowed her eyes.

Tiria’s had already turned a deep, vibrant green. 

Both women imagined the same scene:

Rachael, having Erich all to herself.

That could not be allowed.

Confronting Rachael head-on wouldn’t yield anything. 

Acting viciously toward a romantic rival only decreased one’s chances of survival.

At this point, the only option left was to be more aggressive.

“Major, I’m going to get a little rest. Please take over for the next two hours.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Rachael hesitated slightly as she stood up. 

The moment her back turned, Tiria and Riyo slid in beside the mage without missing a beat. 

There was no need to decide who would go first.

Tiria’s right hand and Riyo’s tail landed simultaneously on the mage’s stomach.

“Colonel, my tail can only be touched by someone I have a special relationship with, you know.”

“Sorry, it just happened. But aren’t you uncomfortable lying like that? Wouldn’t it be better to just lay your tail down?”

“That’s difficult.”

“Why?”

“I have to mark my scent.”

Riyo slowly moved her tail, brushing it over him like a paintbrush.

Beastkin released pheromones that could seduce the opposite sex. 

When mating season arrived, the concentration became even stronger. 

Sure enough, the normally nutty aroma now seemed dozens of times more intense.

Even as a woman, the scent made Tiria feel strange. 

How much more confusing would it be for a man?

“…Ah, it got hard.”

“W-What did you just do?!”

“I made it stand.”

“Yaaah!”

Tiria didn’t sleep a wink that night.

It was the first comfortable night in a long while. 

No interruptions, no heat from the island—pure, restful sleep.

When I woke up in the morning, the saintess greeted me with tired, sunken eyes.

“Y-You’re awake.”

“Are you all right?”

“I-I’m f-fine.”

“You don’t look fine at all.”

“It’s… just your imagination.”

“Even your pronunciation is off.”

The saintess shook her head vigorously. 

She couldn’t meet my eyes. 

She must’ve had a rough night.

I felt a pang of guilt. 

I’d take a longer night watch tonight. It’d be tiring, but necessary. 

The doctor needed to be in good shape in case something happened. 

We’d need her for treatment, after all.

As soon as I got up, I headed to the stream—just ten meters away. 

Perfect for drinking, bathing, even catching fish. 

No wonder ancient people lived near rivers.

Using the water’s reflection as a mirror, I shaved and trimmed my hair. 

I was getting better at grooming myself with just a knife.

“Hm.”

Not bad. 

Maybe not up to civilized standards, but decently tidy.

Next, I took off my clothes and stepped into the water.

I wasn’t alone.

With a splash, the Valkyrie submerged beneath the surface.

Only her head floated, glaring at me with a deeply furrowed brow.

[‘Kyaaa! Oh no!’]


[‘Oooooh.’]


[‘This is getting interesting.’]


[‘No way. Even if my head cracks open, I’ll still support the saintess.’]

My brain froze.

Why was she here?

I was so flustered, I couldn’t think straight.

That’s why I reacted a second too late to cover myself.

[‘She saw it.’]


[‘She saw it!’]


[‘Saw it indeed.’]


[‘This is bad! Erich! You’re never getting married now!’]

I averted my gaze and slowly made my way toward a nearby rock.

It was the right path for me—and for the Valkyrie, too.

But then—

[‘Huh?’]

Like a submarine, the Valkyrie stealthily followed behind me.

“Magician.”

“I’m bathing. Could you leave?”

“No. I need to talk to you.”

“What is it?”

“Just us two. Alone.”

“So no one else should hear?”

She nodded, extending her finger toward me.

“About yesterday. Sorry.”

“Say it again.”

Was she asking me to forget the whole honey incident and go back to how things were?

As if I could forget.

After that event, I did a lot of thinking.

Before, it was obvious what kind of feelings Valkyrie had for me.

She disliked me but worked with me out of necessity.

Now?

I wasn’t sure anymore.

Day by day, the hostility faded.

She seemed cute.

Pretty, even.

Sometimes… pitiable. Even lovable.

It was a male instinct.

Though I’m embarrassed to say it aloud, I hadn’t… relieved myself in nearly half a year.

That made being around female soldiers even more challenging in a different way.

“Hoo… Okay.”

I composed myself and accepted her request, casually, like usual.

“…Thanks.”

But she didn’t leave.

“I’ll stay here for a bit.”


I washed my face again.

Splashed cold water on my head.

Valkyrie was just a meter away, gently scrubbing her arms.

And then—

[‘?’]


[‘What’s falling from the sky?’]

Like drifting dandelions, white powder began to fall from above.



 
  Chapter 79: Pheromone Showdown (3)


The Pollen Rain

“It’s pollen, isn’t it?”


“Looks just like snow.”


“Trash is falling from the sky…”


“Isn’t it strange how it’s coming down so suddenly?”

It was the last remark—David’s—that proved right.

The moment the pollen began to fall, a bizarre itch spread over my body.

It was stifling, feverish.

I felt like I was gasping, breath caught right at the edge of my throat.

Sensing something was wrong, I turned my head.

Valkyrie was looking up at the sky, brows furrowed.

“What is this…?”


“Valkyrie.”


“Yeah?”


“Let’s go. This… this isn’t just pollen.”

I gestured, and Valkyrie nodded silently.

She stood up—abruptly.

Then, a stream of water trickled down.

A curved shape, like a broken wave, filled my vision.

I turned my head quickly, but it was too late.

My eyes had already seen everything.

It had been only minutes since we promised to avoid awkwardness, but the conversation died instantly.

Without even drying off, Valkyrie and I hurried to get dressed.

Pollen rained down like a storm.

Some of it inevitably got into my nose.

Sneezes burst forth one after another.

With every sneeze, exhaustion accumulated.

It was becoming harder and harder to hold on to my rational mind.

I had an overwhelming urge to trash everything around me.

An animalistic instinct.

But I endured—for Seomrok and Yoomoon waiting at home.

I would rather die and turn to stone than live as something less than human.

I rushed to the saint.

“You said your body isn’t doing well?”


“That’s right.”

My heart wouldn’t calm.

It beat relentlessly, like a drum.

Was it from seeing Valkyrie in the bath?

No, that wasn’t it.

The saint, pressing her hands gently across my body, spoke.

“You’re burning up, heart racing… you feel like going wild at any second? If this started when the pollen began falling, then we’ve found our cause.”

She reached up and snatched some of the drifting pollen from the air.

“Just as I thought—mana is embedded in it.”


“I just confirmed it too.”

It was quite a high-level technique.

If mana was the cause, it could be neutralized—but the real problem was that whoever scattered the pollen had planned even that.

The moment I used mana to resist it, I’d lose all control.

“I read about this back when I studied at the monastery. Some monsters release mana that disorients or seduces the mind over a wide area.”

She continued, in slightly awkward magical-kingdom speech.

“The leader of this island’s monsters is definitely an insect. Probably a bee or butterfly. According to holy medicine texts, only divine healing power can purify this area.”

“Then… can you help me, Sister Casten?”


“Yes. Of course.”

The saint, having removed her veil, wrapped her arms around me.

“…Casten?”


“Please don’t take this the wrong way. I need to extract the toxin… directly.”

Her soft hand touched the back of my neck.

She guided my nose to the top of her head.

“Breathing in this pollen is dangerous. My body carries an innate holy energy of purification. If you—if you inhale my scent… you’ll start to feel better.”

She stood on tiptoe. Her skin, her scent—closer now.

Her hand gripped my neck firmly, making it impossible to turn away.

It was strange.

We’d been stranded on this island for weeks.

We should smell like sweat and grime, but instead she smelled… wonderful.

Like high-end fabric softener. Sweet, warm, addicting.

If I had to compare it to something…

Yes, her hair felt like the tails of the fox sisters—soft, fluffy, and comforting.

[This is it. This is it. This is it.]


[Senior, I didn’t realize you were such a pervert. Please pull yourself together and act like a gentleman.]

I knew it too.

I knew I wasn’t acting normal.

But she was a healer.

Even if she had feelings for me, she wouldn’t exploit the situation.

I believed that.

And the treatment worked.

The violent urges began to subside.

My heart still pounded, but it was more manageable now.

She had breathed her divine energy into me.

The saint looked up at me.

“How do you feel now?”


“Much better.”


“I’m glad. Looks like it worked.”

Her eyes were a deep, vivid pink—deeper than I’d ever seen before.

Of course she was embarrassed.

It had been an intimate act, even if it was medical.

“Sorry to be such a bother.”


“Oh, no. A bother? Not at all. Actually… I—I was really nervous. But this is something we naturally should do… between us.”

Between us.

Something natural between us.

I couldn’t help but smile.

Her words made me happy, but also left me confused.

I didn’t really know what we were right now.

The pollen kept falling.

The saint, Valkyrie, and even the fox sisters had seemed unaffected from the start.

I was the only one reacting like this.

[Looks like it only affects men.]


[Makes sense. The boss of this island must be female. Judging by the horny magic, she’s definitely trying to seduce Erich into making clam chowder babies.]


[Senior, now is not the time for weird jokes. I suspect this contains a neurotoxin that specifically
targets mages—something that spreads through mana channels.]


[I’m serious. Wanna bet?]


[Why would I agree to that?]


[Loser has to twerk after getting laid.]


[That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard—aaaaaaargh.]


[So, are you in or not?]


[Let’s do it.]

Just as I started to relax, the saint embraced me again.

“Magician… until this pollen rain ends, I think it would be best if we kept doing this periodically. I—I’ll protect you.”

“So don’t worry, alright?”

A sigh escaped my lips before I could stop it.

Think good thoughts.

Just think good thoughts.

I hadn’t lied. Not technically.


When it came to lifting curses or treating those ensnared by various enchantments, there was nothing as effective as divine healing magic. 

Tiria had known this for a long time. 

She swiftly healed Erich from the affliction that had befallen him.

Of course…

That didn’t mean she had to cling to him like this.

Yet there she was, arms wrapped tightly around Erich, silently chanting to herself again and again:

Goddess, forgive me. 

I’m sorry.

I’m so sorry. 

Please forgive this filthy, shameless girl…

Even though her face—and even her earlobes—were flushed bright red from embarrassment, 

Tiria refused to loosen her grip.

She didn’t want to.

This was a chance.

An opportunity to monopolize Erich under the excuse of healing.

Look at them.

Riyo was grinding her teeth in frustration, and Rachael had her eyes squeezed shut, biting her lips. 

If yesterday’s quarrel had been Rachael’s victory, then today’s spotlight belonged to Tiria.

Tiria felt triumphant.

And utterly mortified.

What am I doing…?

Throwing herself at a man—no, a man from the enemy nation, the Mage Kingdom—just to get on his good side. 

Her emotions were all over the place.

“Mmh…”

She let out a soft groan, leaning more fully into Erich’s chest. 

As she channeled additional divine energy into him, their bodies pressed closer, and she could feel even more.

Firm.

Hot.

And… hard?

Wait. Hard?

Could it be—?

“U-Um… Mr. Carsten, would you mind… maybe stepping back a little?”

“Huh? Kyahhh!”

Tiria suddenly recoiled as if electrocuted, her scream piercing the air. 

Even Rachael flinched in surprise. 

The only one who remained calm—no, who looked positively eager—was Riyo.

She licked her lips, idly stroking her tail.

Tonight, she would hunt.

The worker bees returned to the queen’s nest, their wings coated with golden pollen.

“Welcome back. How did it go?”

“W-Well…”

“That male—he went berserk, didn’t he?”

Queen Virzoneh’s pollen had the peculiar effect of amplifying male aggression. 

No doubt the man was now so worked up, he wouldn’t know friend from foe and would be blindly attacking everyone around him.

That was the plan: drive them apart through chaos, then feast on the weakened male.

“There is… something to report.”

“Speak.”

“Among the group, there is a woman with divine healing powers. She used her magic to… neutralize the pollen’s effect.”

“What?”

The queen’s wings buzzed furiously, her tone sharp.

“So you’re telling me—there was no effect?”

“None. Nothing happened.”

“Then what are they doing now?”

“We saw them gathering food and returning to their camp.”

“Hmm…”

The queen gave her orders.

“Send a recon team to scout the area. At dawn, we’ll release another wave of pollen. The night air will make the particles harder to see, and they won’t be able to react in time.”

“A wise decision, my queen.”

So the little bees took flight again, carrying jars filled with potent pollen. 

Their nightly compensation? 

One human-finger-sized piece of royal jelly each.

Several hours later, the recon team returned.

“Report.”

“Well, um…”

“Out with it.”

“We scattered the pollen while the healer woman was asleep. But there was a complication… One of their party—a fox beastkin—turned out to be the problem.”


“Problem? What, is she also a divine caster?”

“No, she’s… in heat, it seems.”

“…And?”

The bees hesitated, glancing at each other, before one finally spoke up:

“She’s marking him with her tail. He can’t smell anything else.”



 
  Chapter 80: Pheromone Showdown (4)


“I don’t know what kind of adverse effects the pollen might have on the mage. I’ll stay close and continue healing him. No objections, right?”

Rachael and Riyo lowered their heads stiffly. 

It stung, but they had no grounds to object.

“Ah, I wish I were Lumina.”

“Don’t you think so too, Major?”

The Lumina were a race chosen by the goddess. 

Their physiology was different from humans or beastkin. 

A single strand of hair, a fingernail or toenail, even a drop of saliva or the faintest body scent—all of it was imbued with divine power.

Just lying skin to skin like that was enough to shield Erich from the effects of the pollen. 

That was a relief.

But the jealousy… that was unavoidable.

Dawn.

Keeping watch alone, Riyo began to move as planned.

“Hehe…”

A man whose face alone brought smiles. 

Could anyone else be this lovable? 

Someone she wanted to rely on this much?

Probably not. In such a short time, Riyo owed her life to Erich twice.

Once when she almost died at Bignol’s hands, and again in the fight against Redoff.

She crept toward his bedside, since both of his arms were already occupied—claimed by Tiria and Rachael. 

Riyo sat by his head and gently placed her tail over him.

Fox beastkin entered their mating season between mid-January and late March. 

It was now late January—the peak of emotional intensity.

In beastkin society, it was usually the males who initiated courtship. 

But on rare occasions, if a female found a male she truly desired, she would approach him first. 

They might wag their tail in front of him, or brush him with pheromones to show interest.

Beastkin pheromones were potent during mating season. 

Even in small amounts, they could erase all other scents and stimulate intense arousal through strong chemical reactions.

Swish, swish.

Riyo and Miyo gently traced the mage’s jawline with their tails—from top to bottom, curling softly around the nape of his neck. 

They erased Tiria’s scent and replaced it with their own.

“Mmh…”

Her tail was especially sensitive at this time of year. 

But she couldn’t stop—not with two formidable rivals in the mix, both incredibly charming women.

To win him over, to be the one he chose, she had to try harder.

She brushed his face as if scanning it with a precision probe. 

Was he breathing well? 

Would he remember this scent? 

Would he choose another woman instead?

She was desperate. 

So desperate that she resorted to these underhanded tactics.

Confessing directly was out of the question—that would violate the pact. 

Until Erich made the first move, neither Riyo nor Miyo would stop.

The camp lay shrouded in darkness. 

Oblivious to the falling pollen, the fox sisters slowly released their desire.

The hunt had only just begun.

In the days that followed, the honeybees launched nightly ambushes. 

Not true assaults—just covert pollen raids.

But they had no effect.

“Filthy wench. This is why heat-struck females are nothing but trouble…”

During the day, Lumina blocked the man’s senses. 

At night, the beastkin kept his nose sealed. 

The plan to drive him mad with pollen failed entirely.

Especially the beastkin.

They guarded him with aggressive pheromones.

“The man hasn’t shown any abnormal symptoms in days.”

“This doesn’t seem to be working. At this rate, the Mushroom Witch or the Vampiress might catch on and intervene.”

Virzoneh crossed her arms.

“…My pollen isn’t working. Is full-scale war the only option?”


“How about sending in a vanguard?”


“Send the Yellow Bee Unit first. Inject him with direct mating venom. If he becomes incapacitated, extract him and bring him to the Queen.”

The bees agreed and shot up into the sky.

A week had passed since they arrived on the new island.

In the morning, they brushed their teeth with natural herbs and washed by the stream.

Then came the day’s tasks—the primary goal being to build shelter against the wind and rain.

They chopped nearby trees and dried them in a sunny clearing.

Broad leaves were gathered, and holes were dug for foundation posts.

Once the logs dried, they would raise a floor and ceiling to complete a natural barracks.

“Hey mage, we brought stones!”

The valkyrie and the fox sisters dragged over massive rocks.

Materials for a stone bed.

“Isn’t this a bit… too big?”

“So what? We’ll just make the bed bigger.”

“Are we not going to have personal beds?”

“Breaking stones takes extra mana, right? We should work efficiently.”

The saint had a point.

They decided to build one large bed for the four of them.

They shaped the rocks into a bed frame and laid animal pelts over it.

When the furs were placed, he glanced at the fox sisters—but surprisingly, they didn’t object.

“It’s done!”

“Yay! A nest!”

Riyo was the first to leap in, curling up and lying down.

“It’s perfect! Just hard enough, and also kind of fluffy!”

After dinner, everyone took care of personal grooming, then climbed into bed.

The sky was open, and the stars were visible.


Lying in a line with enemy women gave him a strange, surreal feeling.

“I’ll begin.”

The saint beside him wrapped her arms around him and channeled her divine power.

It was something they now did regularly to prepare for the pollen, but he still hadn’t gotten used to it.

A saint of the Holy Spirit Order hugging him every two hours?

“Hey, Carsten.”

“What?”

“Lying like this… doesn’t it feel like we’re married?”

Freeze.

The saint stiffened.

This time, even her irises took a moment to change color.

Watching her opalescent eyes shimmer was strangely entertaining.

“M-m-m-married?!”

“Are we not?”

“H-h-hang on, saying something like that out of nowhere is—”

“I just meant the atmosphere. I know you’re a saint, and you can’t just choose a spouse so easily. If I made you uncomfortable, I apologize.”

“Ugh, uh…”

“And when we escape this island, I’ll never mention anything that happened here. The Order would probably kill me if I did. So don’t worry. I won’t say a word.”

“Ugh… heehee… heeheeheehee…”

The saint clearly wasn’t listening anymore.

She looked completely overwhelmed, like she’d mentally checked out.

I closed my eyes and started counting rocks.

***

Drowsiness crept in, slowly blanketing my senses.

That was when the Saintess leaned in and whispered softly, resting her chin on my shoulder.

“…D-dear. Sleep well.”

In that moment, my breath caught in my throat.

I didn’t open my eyes.

No, I couldn’t—too stunned to even try.

Her voice had held no trace of jest.

‘Do you see now? The only suitable partner for Sir Erich is the Saintess herself.’

‘You still don’t understand. Just wait.’

Lately, something strange had been stirring in both body and mind.

Nearly every morning at the creek, I’d find myself locking eyes with the Valkyrie already washing there.

Even though it was part of a medical routine, each time the Saintess embraced me, I could vividly feel her heartbeat through my chest.

When I woke up, the scent of the fox sisters’ tails clung to my nose, tickling it and igniting a dangerous kind of heat.

It was a situation perilously lethal for a man.

I had managed to suppress it so far with work and discipline, but if things continued like this… there was bound to be an incident.

“Hoo…”

I exhaled slowly, pretending to sleep while trying to calm my mind and body.

Then—

“Attack! We’re under attack!”

Riyo’s voice pierced the night.

“Air raid alert! Enemies in the sky! Aaaah! Air raid alert!”

I shot up.

Bzzzzzzzzz.

An ominous buzzing sliced through the night air.

“What’s happening?!”

“Bees! Giant bees are here!”

We scrambled, grabbing glow stones and torches to illuminate the darkness.

Dozens of bees the size of a man’s forearm hovered in the air.

“A-ah… I can’t stand insects…”

The Saintess clung to me, trembling. 

I remembered how she writhed in terror whenever we were forced to eat insects during food shortages—though she had made an exception once when we were desperate enough to eat honeycomb.

“Tch.”

Our light sources were limited; visibility was poor. 

We’d need the Saintess’s help to manage this. 

She couldn’t afford to panic now.

I gently massaged her tense shoulder and said firmly, “Don’t worry. Stay by my side.”

“Y-yes… thank you.”

“Dear.”

“Huh? Y-you heard…?”

The Saintess let out a short cry. 

Perhaps it was out of embarrassment, or something more—because suddenly, a radiant halo bloomed above her head. 

Though it was still night, the world brightened as if midday.

The bees began their assault.

The furious beat of their wings clouded focus, while their venomous stingers made it impossible to stay still for long.

There’s a saying in war:

He who controls the skies, controls the battle.

I was learning that truth firsthand.

Though I tried to fend them off with the crossbow Riyo had crafted for me, its slow reload made it barely effective. 

We were clearly at a disadvantage.

The only stroke of luck—each time we landed a shot, the bees would drop. 

Their numbers were many, but if we could just hold out…

[Scatter.]

I hurled a shard of sky-stone into the air. 

It exploded like a grenade, its fragments piercing the bee-monsters like thorns. 

I kept focusing the attacks on their densest clusters, and their numbers began to visibly dwindle.

Still, the tactics I had picked up while battling the Holy Spirit Nation’s air force were paying off—we weren’t going down easily.

“Into the forest! Take cover!”

Most of the bee-monsters were already dead. 

The rest came darting through the trees in waves.

Each one of them targeted us with a strange precision.

“They seem to be going after the mage more than anyone, don’t you think?”

The stingers always came at me. 

It felt… deliberate.

It was exhausting, but maybe that wasn’t so bad. 

Their movements became predictable.

“I’ll lure them away. Cover me and intercept when you can.”

“Isn’t that too dangerous?!”

“This place has always been dangerous.”

“…Dear.”

We launched into guerrilla tactics. 

Fortunately, the monsters weren’t all that smart. 

Hiding behind trees and baiting them was enough to dodge their attacks.

One bee, misjudging its own flight, crashed and died pointlessly.

We kept up this pattern—lure and ambush—for hours.

By the time dawn broke, the buzzing had faded into silence.

“Haaah…”

“Is it over?”

“Seems like it.”

“That was brutal. Let’s head back.”

We returned to camp, completely drained. 

None of the four of us had gotten a wink of sleep. 

Our joints creaked like broken puppets.

“Let’s all rest a little. Today and tomorrow should be for recovery.”

The Saintess’s voice was gentle, and we all agreed.

Just as I was about to collapse into bed—

BZZZZZZZZZ!


From the trees ahead, a final bee-monster burst forth.

“…!”

I was too relaxed, too slow to respond.

“Mage!”

The Valkyrie, closest to me, shoved me aside and took my place.



 
  Chapter 81: The body is honest (1)


A poisoned stinger struck Valkyrie in the shoulder.

“Ugh!”

“Lieutenant!”

The bee-like monster that fired the stinger dropped lifelessly to the ground, like a mayfly. 

It didn’t rise again.

The saint and I rushed to Valkyrie in alarm.

“Hey, are you okay?”

“Hff… I-I’m fine.”

Our eyes met. 

Valkyrie was forcing a faint smile. 

She had shielded me, taking the poisoned stinger in my place.

Why?

We were allies, sure, but still enemies at heart—why would she take the hit for me?

Riyo rummaged through the toolbox and brought over a pair of tweezers.

“Here!”

“Thanks, Sergeant. Lieutenant, this might hurt a bit, but bear with it, please.”

The saint carefully removed the stinger with the tweezers, then disinfected the wound with water and holy energy. 

The emergency treatment took no more than a few minutes. 

Valkyrie let out a low groan.

“Does it hurt a lot?”

“It’s bearable.”

“The swelling’s already starting. Since it’s a monster, we can’t be sure what kind of venom it used. We should monitor her condition closely for a while. For now, Lieutenant, don’t move. Get some proper rest.”

“Understood.”

“Oh, one more thing. Do you have any known allergies?”

“No, none. I used to get stung by bees a lot as a kid, but it was never a big issue.”

“I see. Still, just in case, I’ll return quickly.”

I couldn’t understand all the conversation between the three women, but it was clear that Valkyrie needed rest.

This was bad.

The enemy leader clearly knew our location. 

If this continued, we’d be attacked every night. 

And now, with Valkyrie out of commission, we had a major gap in our fighting strength. 

The saint and Riyo knew it too.

“Mage,” the saint said.

“There are no bee monsters that can fire stingers remotely. This venom is probably different, and I don’t know what symptoms might appear. I’ll gather as many medicinal herbs as I can, just in case.”

“Are you going alone?”

“I’ll take Sergeant Riyo with me. Her tracking skills will be very useful. Mage, please stay and look after the Lieutenant.”

“Will you two be alright?”

“We’ll be quicker and more efficient this way. We’ll be back before sunset, so don’t worry too much.”

Her expression turned serious. 

She took my hand and spoke earnestly.

“Right now, you’re the strongest one here. If anything happens, please protect the Lieutenant.”

With that, the saint and Riyo gathered their gear and water supplies and left.

I worried about their stamina and health. 

They hadn’t slept a wink last night.

Tiria had a good eye for herbs, and Riyo had a good nose for them. 

Tiria sketched the necessary herbs on a wooden board so Riyo would know what to look for.

They focused on plants with anti-inflammatory and analgesic properties, and anything known to help with bee venom.

“Colonel, are you really okay leaving the magician alone with the Lieutenant?” 

Riyo asked.

“Sergeant,” Tiria lowered her voice.

“This is not the time for jealousy. The best thing we can do for the Lieutenant now is to gather those herbs quickly and efficiently.”

“No, that’s not what I meant. I’m worried the two of them might be attacked by monsters while we’re gone.”

“Ahem.” 

Tiria turned her head away, her ears twitching.

“So you were concerned about that too, Colonel?”

“…I won’t deny it.”

She truly hoped Lieutenant Rachael would be alright.

But she also couldn’t help but feel uneasy about what might happen while she was alone with the magician.

This fear, she knew, stemmed from a lack of trust. 

Trust in the goddess. 

Trust in the Lieutenant. 

And trust in the magician.

Tiria steadied her thoughts and spoke.

“They’ll be fine. There are rules. Even if the Lieutenant recovers quickly, she’s not the type to… to ambush the magician like that.”

She believed Rachael was a principled person—someone who wouldn’t lie or act dishonorably.

“We’re assuming the worst so we can be prepared. Let’s gather as many herbs as possible. Alright, now let’s look for that sharp-scented purple fruit.”

Riyo nodded and sniffed the air, leading the way forward.

Back at the base, Rachael was left alone with Erich.

The two barely exchanged words anymore—their relationship awkward and strained.

They hadn’t fought. In fact, this might have been the most peaceful time they’d spent together.

Their mutual trust wasn’t exactly low, either.

So why was it so hard to talk?

Rachael barely had time to dwell on it before a yawn escaped her lips, fatigue washing over her like a wave.

Erich let out a small sigh and gently placed his hand on her back.

“Lie down slowly.”

She hadn’t slept all night, and it was finally catching up to her.

Maybe if she just closed her eyes until Tiria and Riyo returned…

Her head started to feel fuzzy—maybe from the venom.

Like the onset of a cold.

But the real symptoms began an hour later.

Rachael’s arm swelled stiffly.

Around the sting, her skin turned red and blotchy like blooming flowers.

Her heart pounded violently. Her breath grew short and wheezy.

The world started to spin.

Half-asleep, startled by the sound of her own heartbeat, Rachael opened her eyes.


“Valkyrie?”

“Huff… huff… huff…”

“Hey—are you okay?”

“Haah… haah… haah…”

Her labored breathing was far from normal.

Erich frowned deeply, his worry growing.

He had no formal medical training.

But even a layman could recognize this.

When someone reacts like this after a sting, usually…

“…Anaphylaxis?”

Anaphylaxis — a hypersensitive shock.

A severe allergic reaction that, if intense, could lead to death in an instant.

Deadly and dangerous if not dealt with in time.

But there wasn’t much Erich could do.

The stinger had already been removed.

At best, all he could manage was to prop up her upper body slightly to secure her airway.

“Hh… hh…”

“Hey! Snap out of it!”

Erich was panicking.

Rachael’s eyes had gone blank, like someone who’d lost their mind.

If he left her like this, she might really die.

A Valkyrie… dead?

No.

He absolutely could not let that happen.

Not just because of the question of survival.

It was more than that — a tangled relationship of love and hate.

If he didn’t untangle this twisted thread he’d spun with this woman, he’d never find peace for the rest of his life.

Erich shouted.

“Valkyrie!”

Rachael raised her head at the sound.

There was a mage in tears, wasn’t there?

In the midst of her labored breathing, Rachael summoned the last vestiges of her rationality to observe her own condition.

Her heart was racing and her breath was rough, but it wasn’t enough to choke her.

She’d never had a single allergic reaction in her life, so the odds of this being anaphylactic shock were extremely low.

Then what the hell was it?

“Valkyrie! Valkyrie! Hey, don’t die on me like this! Get it together, Rachael—!!”

The moment the mage, Erich, called her name—

Rachael felt warmth bloom from deep inside her.

The sensation began at her lower belly and slowly spread.

She squeezed her thighs together, then relaxed them, repeating the motion.

Her heart pounded like she’d just finished a long-distance run.

Blinking, she saw Erich’s panicked face above her. And when she saw that face…

It was cute. It was adorable.

‘This is insane.’

Rachael sat up and shoved Erich over.

“Haa… haa…”

Hot breaths spilled from Rachael’s lips onto Erich’s face. 

A sweet scent drifted into his mind like a narcotic.

“Rachael? Hey, wait— Are you okay?”

Erich, flustered, tried to push her off, but it was pointless. 

Rachael pinned him down in a mounted position and leaned in. 

Their breaths mingled in the narrow space between them.

“W-What the hell?! What are you doing?! Have you gone mad?!”

“…Hey, mage.”

“Y-Yeah? What?”

“My body… something’s wrong.”

“Is that so? O-Okay. Let’s calm down first. Tell me exactly what’s wrong, okay? Let’s steady your breathing first—”

“Haa… I don’t know! Haaah!”

A tug-of-war between reason and instinct.

And instinct, once unleashed, would never lose to a sliver of rationality.

After all, humans were just creatures swayed by hormones.

In the end, Rachael’s instincts devoured Erich.

“Mmph!”

Their lips crashed together.

Her upper lip enveloped his lower, then his upper lip circled back to take hers.

With the weight of her body pressing down, sweet nectar spilled between their mouths like honey.

Erich couldn’t breathe. He shook his head desperately, trying to escape, but even that was sealed away.

Rachael pinned his arms with her legs and held his head tightly with both hands.

Even though she was usually physically strong from constant training, now she seemed as though she’d taken a hit of adrenaline rather than poison. 

Her vitality surged.

Erich felt his pride as a man crumble in real time. 

Even the usual chorus of noisy, panicking spirits in his ears went eerily silent — just this once.

But that wasn’t the point.

He had to get out of this situation.

Erich pulled his focus together.

Rachael Brokenheart wasn’t the type of woman to suddenly act like this out of nowhere.

It had to be the stinger.

He remembered having similar urges when he inhaled some strange pollen the other day.

Could it be that either the pollen or the venom had aphrodisiac-like effects?

“Hhhp… haaah…”

Just then, Rachael pulled her lips away.

“Haah… haah…”

The ace of the Holy Spirit Air Force — the Black Cat, Rachael — was no longer here.

All that remained was a feral feline, groaning lewdly and clawing at the robes of her enemy mage in an attempt to undress him.

Now was his chance.

Erich shot up and barked at her:

“Snap out of it, you idiot! Have you forgotten who I am? I’m your enemy! The bastard who killed your comrades! And you’re kissing a guy like me? How are you gonna face your dead friends after this?!”

“…Ah.”

Rachael flinched.

Her ears, at least, were still working.

Erich sighed in relief and started planning his next move.


He’d scold her thoroughly and help her fall asleep.

When she woke up, he’d act like nothing happened.

That was the best course of action — for everyone involved.

“Please, just get a grip! When the Saint and Riyo get back, we can fix this somehow…!”

And then, at that moment—

Sssshhh.

White pollen began drifting down from the sky.



 
  Chapter 82: The body is honest (2)


It was my first kiss.

Until now, I had never allowed any woman to kiss me. 

It was a principle of mine — a belief that purity should be preserved until marriage. 

Of course, I’d never really had the time to date anyone seriously, what with my studies and all…

Still, my lips weren’t something I thought I’d lose to a female soldier from an enemy nation.

Smack.

The valkyrie kissed me again.

Ever since the flower pollen had started falling, my reason had been pushed to its limits.

“…This can’t go on. Get it together, Erich!”

“There are four monsters nearby that look like giant hornets. They’re preparing to attack. If you don’t get into a defensive stance now, you’ll be in real danger.”

That was David and Kalon, snapping me out of my trance. 

They were right. 

If I stayed like this, I’d be completely vulnerable to an ambush.

I could feel them. 

Sinister presences approaching from all four directions.

Monsters.

They were waiting. 

Waiting until the moment the valkyrie and I lost all control, until we were drained and delirious. 

Then, they’d strike. 

If I gave in to desire now, it would be the end of us.

My mind was screaming to stop, to think clearly — but my body wasn’t listening.

“Mmph?!”

The enemy was still far away. 

The kiss, dangerously sweet.

Tongue met tongue. 

Her warm, supple lips smeared saliva all over my mouth. 

Her thighs locked around my waist.

She was the enemy.

An unwilling ally at best.

A sworn foe who had killed my comrades.

And yet… we clung to each other, consumed by primal hunger.

Because you were cute. 

Pitiful. 

Irresistibly lovely.

Because the more I looked at you, the more I knew I couldn’t hate you. 

I wanted to protect you.

That’s when I remembered what the Saintess had said before she left:

“Right now, you’re the most capable fighter we have. If something happens, protect the Lieutenant at all costs.”

Yes. 

I had to protect her. 

Her survival meant my own.

I bit down hard enough on my lip to draw blood — the pain helped clear my head. 

A final fragment of reason cried out from within. 

I managed, just barely, to push the valkyrie away.

“Haaah…”

Snap out of it, Erich von Rohnstein.

She’s delirious, drugged by venom. 

She’s not in her right mind. 

Touching her now would be a crime. 

A true man must have restraint.

I turned my face away, recalling the sacred oath of the Black Mage.

Vrooooom.

A deep, heavy hum echoed in my ears.

It was closing in fast. 

Huge, dark monsters — hornets, in a mad charge.

“Rachael! Rachael!”

“Haa… Haa…”

The valkyrie stared blankly, her lips still parted in confusion.

“Damn it.”

Begging her to wake up was pointless. 

Like shaking someone in a coma and expecting them to stand.

I had to make all the decisions — alone.

“Hold on tight.”

I slipped my hand under her knees and lifted her.

Then I bolted toward the riverbank, dodging the swarming monsters as best I could.

VROOOOOOM!

I rolled more than once to avoid the poisoned stingers. 

My breath came ragged. 

The cursed pollen made my body feel strange. 

Each inhale scorched my lungs.

Splash!

With the valkyrie in my arms, I hurled us both into the river.

At the same time, I shouted the incantation:

“Ignite!”

Flames erupted into the air.

Pollen is highly flammable. 

All it needs is a dry breeze and a spark, and it burns out fast.

With no more fuel, the fire might have died out quickly — but we were surrounded by dry underbrush.

FWOOSH!


The blaze spread without mercy, leaping to the bodies of the hornet monsters.

Screeeee!

The fire devoured them — starting with their pollen-drenched legs, then their torsos, faces, wings. 

They screamed like tortured beasts as they burned.

The stench was horrific, like burning garbage.

We were already underwater, safe from the flames.

“You okay?”

“……”

“Yeah, didn’t think so.”

I scrubbed the last of the pollen from her skin and helped her to her feet. 

Holding her hand, I led her slowly back to land.

Fire still smoldered in patches of the forest, thanks to the volatile resin in the soil. 

Thankfully, the ground was damp enough that the entire forest hadn’t gone up in flames. 

I stamped out the embers with my boots, breathing a sigh of relief.

“Are there more enemies?”

“That was the last of them. It’s daytime now — visibility has improved. You should be safe from ambushes for a while.”

We were both soaked. 

Our clothes clung, dripping with water.

“Haa… I’m gonna catch a cold…”

The valkyrie, already weakened by the venom, couldn’t afford to fall ill.

What now?

I’d been through enough to know the protocol.

I stripped off my wet coat and wrung it out. 

The valkyrie began removing her clothes, too. 

She was still frightened of fire, so we’d have to rely on glowing stones and shared body heat — like before.

In other words, we were trapped.

“Erich…”

The moment I realized she wasn’t undressing for survival, but for something else — I knew the battle against desire wasn’t over yet.

“My body… It’s so hot…”

“Endure it.”

“It feels… weird…”

“I have to hold it in. Seriously.”

It was advice meant for the Valkyrie—but also a reminder to myself.

Even as I held her close to maintain body heat, I tried as hard as I could not to touch her unnecessarily. 

My desire swelled like a balloon about to burst, but…

I had to hold it in. 

Yes. 

I am stone. 

I am a rock…

Damn it, my body’s getting even hotter.

Maybe it’s better to frame it this way: The Valkyrie is a patient right now. 

Touching someone who’s been drugged is obviously not the moral thing to do.

If I lay a hand on a female soldier from the enemy faction, it could even be considered a war crime.

I can’t throw away the trust we’ve painstakingly built.

“It’ll be tough, but endure it. Try to sleep until the recon team returns. Let’s just… lie here like this.”

“Uuugh… Erich…”

“What now?”

“Mia… miane…”

The Valkyrie turned her back to me and bit my shoulder.

“Ghk!”

I let out a shallow groan. 

She sank her teeth into me with a pressure that was neither too strong nor too weak. 

The borderline between pain and pleasure sent a buzz through my brain.

[Oh my.]


[Oh my, oh my.]


[Oh my, oh my, oh my!]


[That’s it! You’re doing great, Rachael!]


[Go for it! Just make it a done deal already!]

The stones were rowdy.

This was weird.

The Valkyrie’s comrades had made it clear they couldn’t forgive me.


So why weren’t they stopping her?

Why were they… egging her on?

The moment her teeth sank into my shoulder, all my strength left me.

The Valkyrie pushed me down.

Her hair fluttered gently against my face, and it smelled—so good. 

I couldn’t see a thing.

“Mia… ne, mia… ne…”

Moisture welled up in her golden eyes. 

The Valkyrie was tearing up, repeating her clumsy apology, even as her body continued to follow its raw instincts.

This… this can’t happen.


I can’t let this happen.

And this time, I was reaching my limit for a different reason—my mana was beginning to run dry.


My throat was parched, my limbs stiff.

[Yes! Just finish it already!]


[Damn. I’m on team fox-girl, but this is hard to watch. Still, I’m not looking away…]


[Why’s the foreplay so long? Just stick it in already.]


[Oh my god. When is the saint going to arrive? At this rate, Erich is going to turn that Valkyrie into clam chowder.]

Were we really going to go all the way like this?

Thud.

That was when we heard the sound of a basket hitting the floor.

“W-What are you two doing?!”

A voice, panicked.


Still entangled with the Valkyrie, I strained to turn my head—and there stood the Saint and Riyo.


Riyo’s pupils had constricted.

The Saint’s eyes were glowing a sharp orange.

[Ah.]


[Ah.]


[Shit.]


[Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me.]

The Saint’s irises were already shifting, streaked with a dangerous shade of pink.

Tiria and Riyo had rushed back as quickly as they could after collecting herbs to shake off their drowsiness—only to be met with the betrayal of a trusted comrade.

“This is a violation of protocol—!!”

As Tiria exploded with fury, Riyo’s gaze wandered elsewhere.


Specifically, to Erich’s shoulder.

A bite mark.

Clear, human teeth.


Given the fallen monsters nearby, they weren’t the ones who bit him.

No—it was definitely a person.

Which left only one possibility.

“That’s right! This is a rule violation!”

Riyo finally snapped and lunged at Rachael.

Betrayed by someone they trusted, the two women dragged Rachael away.

Her resistance was fierce, but with Erich lending his strength as well, they eventually managed to pull her off him.

“Huuhhh…”

Even as Rachael was forced away, she never once looked away from Erich.

Her eyes sparkled sadly in the sunlight.

And as she was pulled back, Erich’s nearly naked body was now fully exposed.

Tiria let out a shriek and clamped her eyes shut—


But Riyo?

She stared.

Intently.

Piercingly.


“…Whoa.”

That body. 

Those solid muscles.

They looked delicious.

So delicious, she almost wanted to leap forward and lick him.



 
  Chapter 83: The body is honest (3)


For a fox beastkin in mating season, the sight of the man she liked—bare-chested—was an unbearable temptation.

Riyo’s pupils dilated.

“Phew…”

Her twin tails, which had been swaying gently, stiffened. 

Her flaring nostrils drank in the musky heat of his scent.

Her shoulders trembled, her lower belly pulsed with weight.

She wanted to be in that man’s arms.

How wonderful it would be to nuzzle her head and tail against him, to leave her scent on his skin. 

How electrifying it would be to nibble on his shoulder, then feel his teeth at the nape of her neck…

Thoughts she would normally suppress rushed past her like a carousel of wild dreams.

It was Rachael, after all, who broke the rules first. 

A little flirting was allowed—but pouncing so blatantly on Erich had been strictly forbidden.

Now that things had come to this… was there even a reason to hold back?

“Wait, I can explain,” Erich said, wiping the saliva from his lips.

Riyo didn’t immediately understand what he meant. 

But Tiria, who had just finished speaking with him, nodded with a newly serious expression.

“So that’s what happened…”

Apparently, the venom contained an aphrodisiac.

Tiria studied Rachael, who was still panting, her body flushed. 

Her gaze turned sharp.

“Sergeant, I think we should treat what just happened as an exception.”

“Huh?”

“The mana in the stinger causes sexual arousal. Major Brokenheart acted on a desire she didn’t ask for. It’s best we excuse this one and try to understand.”

“But if we do that… what about my own heat cycle…?”

“You can control yours, can’t you?”

No. I can’t.

Riyo almost said it out loud—but swallowed the words just in time.

“…Fine.”

Survival comes first. 

Fighting among teammates would only end badly.

Even Colonel Tiria didn’t seem pleased, but Riyo had no choice but to accept it.

She thought to herself, ‘If I’d known this would happen, I would’ve let myself get stung instead…’

The saintess shared the results of her examination.

“The venom itself is fairly normal. Some swelling, a rash—nothing too dangerous. What’s really causing this lustful mood isn’t the venom, but something more like… a curse.”

“A curse?”

“Yes. A finely crafted curse, manipulating mana to affect the brain. It’s essentially a forbidden spell—like an illusion spell that hijacks your instincts.”

In simpler terms, it was a heat-inducing spell. 

The mana had been structured to act like a chemical, targeting the central nervous system. 

Their current enemy must have knowledge of magical medicine—similar to their nation’s High Chancellor.

“Can it be cured?”

“With my divine power, yes.”

Thankfully, the saintess had enough strength to reverse the effect quickly.

She imbued Valkyrie with holy power, and color slowly returned to the warrior’s face. 

Clearly exhausted, Valkyrie began nodding off the moment healing finished.

“…I’m sorry.”

Her ears flushed red, cheeks tinged like peaches—whether from the fever or embarrassment was unclear. 

Just moments ago, she had practically lunged at them like a beast in heat. 

Now she couldn’t even meet their eyes.

“Alright, the medicine’s taken effect. Drink this and get some rest.”

“Thank you…”

“It couldn’t be helped this time. Even the mage seemed understanding. Don’t worry about it too much.”

“But… I made a total fool of myself. Right in front of all three of you. If disgrace were a sport, I’d win gold. I’ll never be able to marry now…”

Chewing on the herbs, Valkyrie collapsed back onto the floor. 

She looked more drained than any of them.

“Mage, you’ve been fighting alone while we were away, haven’t you? You should rest, too.”

“What about you, Carsten? Aren’t you tired?”

“I am. But there’s something I have to do first. After that, I’ll sleep.”

The saintess slowly bowed her head.

“Oh…”

“Uh… if you stare at me like that, I get embarrassed too.”

“Oops, sorry. You must be cold, not having anything on.”

“I’ve got fur and leaves—it’s enough.”

“Still, your clothes are soaked. Wouldn’t something warmer be better?”

“That would be nice… but where would we even find something to cover up with?”

“Right here.”

The saintess pointed at herself. 

I blinked.

“Your robe… it’s really thick…”

“So?”

“You sure?”

Because of what just happened with Valkyrie, a shameful thought flashed through my mind. 

Of course, that wasn’t what she meant… but it was still a surprising gesture.

“You mean… you’re offering your clothes to me?”

“…Don’t make me say it twice.”

“Aren’t you cold?”

“I’m fine. This weather doesn’t bother me.”

“But didn’t you say, back when we first met on the island, that due to church doctrine, saintesses must never expose their legs to men?”

“Are you a stranger?”

“…Come again?”


“I’m saying survival comes first. Doctrines like that can be bent when necessary.”

Honestly, not what I expected to hear from a saintess.

Back when we first met, she was a complete idealist, interpreting the world through the lens of church teachings. 

Maybe a little flexibility wasn’t such a bad thing after all.

“Alright. I’ll take it off now.”

Her eyes shifted to a soft pink hue as she removed her robe. 

Now she was left in a plain white shirt, stockings, and her nun’s hood. 

From the outside, she looked… terribly exposed.

The robe was warm, thick, and wide. 

The fabric was soft—like a proper blanket. 

Definitely cozy.

It’d be warm to sleep under, sure, but…

It was just too embarrassing.

“Carsten.”

“Yes?”

“I appreciate the gesture. But I can’t sleep under this.”

“What? Why not?”

“Because Valkyrie is the patient here.”

I’m just wet. 

Valkyrie is both wet and poisoned.

By prioritizing her, I could gracefully turn down the saintess’s kindness without being rude.

Surely, as a healer, she’d agree the patient should come first.

“Ah…”

Why does she sound so disappointed?

“…Mage.”

“Yes.”

“How’s the mage feeling right now?”

“I inhaled some of that pollen earlier, so I’m feeling a bit warm. Still… it’s manageable. I think I’ll try to sleep for a bit.”

“Then let’s do what we always do.”

Gulp. 

I swallowed hard.

“You mean… receive your divine purification?”

“That’s right.”

“I’m… naked right now.”

“I know.”

“My body isn’t even fully dry yet.”

“True.”

“You’ve also taken off your thick robes and are dressed lightly, aren’t you, Carsten?”

“I know.”

The saint spread her arms and moved her lips gently.

“Still… we have to do it, right?”

Right. Who knows what kind of long-term effects that pollen might have?

It’s best to listen to the only medic we have. 

Swallowing my embarrassment, I hugged her.

And then—

For some reason, my heart didn’t settle. It beat even harder.

The moment the hug ended, I lay down next to the Valkyrie. 

There was only one bed, after all, and nowhere else to go. 

Our eyes met. 

She immediately closed hers, though she didn’t turn her body away. 

Given where she was stung, she probably couldn’t lie on the other side anyway.

“Cover yourself when you sleep.”

I laid the saint’s robe over the Valkyrie. 

Finally, something I could focus my eyes on. 

As I let out a quiet breath of relief, I suddenly felt a presence behind me.

[“Aren’t you cold?”]

It was Miyo, the older of the fox sisters.

[“You’ll catch a cold sleeping like that. Hold on. I’ll be your blanket.”]

Miyo lay down with her back against mine.

Her soft, fluffy tail slid up my back, then curled over to the front.

[“There. Warm now?”]

[“Uh, yeah… thanks.”]

She turned her head and blew warm air gently into my ear. 

A shiver ran down my spine.

[“Tonight, I’m covering you like this—but next time, you’ll have to cover me. Got it?”]

Immediately after receiving healing from the saint, the haze of desire lifted—and what remained for Rachael was overwhelming, soul-crushing shame.

She had done it.

She actually went and did it.

Just because of a little bee sting, she had been overcome with lust—and ended up swapping tongues with Erich.

Guilt toward her friends.

The sheer bewilderment of having kissed a mage from the enemy’s side.

And worst of all, the horror of realizing she hadn’t hated it. 

No, she had actually enjoyed it.

“…If, by any chance, Erich felt disgusted… then what I did would be nothing short of assault. A war crime, even.”

What now?

There was only one thing to do—pray. Just pray that when she opened her eyes, Erich wouldn’t be looking at her with revulsion.

Rachael slowly opened her eyes.

Erich was frowning, looking right at her.

“…Ah.”

Rachael immediately shut her eyes again.

But even in that brief glance, that expression etched itself into her mind.

The mage… was disgusted with her.

Even if it was because of the poison’s effects, she had stolen the lips of her sworn enemy. 

Of course he’d look like that.

Still… knowing that didn’t make it hurt any less.

You’re trash, Rachael.

She’d betrayed her friends, ruined her relationship with the mage…

She couldn’t even bring herself to say she was sorry.

And so, drowning in shame, she let sleep take her.

The guilt… was just too heavy to bear.

***

“How’s that?”

[“Soft, isn’t it? Makes you sleepy, right?”]

Riyo and Miyo whispered, taking turns. 

Their tails glided over my body from top to bottom. 

The fur was acting like towels, drying me off and warming me up in no time. 

That part was… actually kind of nice.

Still—

The stimulation was too much.

Before, even when their tails brushed against me, there had been clothes between us. 

That offered some control. Some distance.

But now, with those unusually soft yet firm tufts of fur pressed directly against bare skin… my mind was about to snap.

“Ugh.”

I grimaced and clenched my teeth without realizing.

The Valkyrie briefly opened one eye, then shut it again.

She saw.

She definitely saw.

How pathetic must I have looked—twitching and moaning at the touch of some fox girl’s tail. 

She had an excuse—she was poisoned. 

But me? 


I was just… like this.

She probably thinks I’m disgusting.

All I could do was try to fall asleep as fast as possible.

[“Ah, it’s getting hard.”]

Please… just let me pass out.



 
  Chapter 85: Smoke (2)


I grabbed Valkyrie’s wrist.

A dazed sound escaped her lips as she stared blankly into the void.

“Huh?”

“What are you doing? We need to move.”

“Move…?”

“We agreed to go on an expedition today. Are you feeling unwell?”

Looking closer, her face seemed slightly flushed.

Did she have a fever?

That would disrupt our mission.

I placed a hand on her forehead, then checked her shoulders.

There was nothing out of the ordinary.

Her face might’ve been red, but she didn’t have a fever.

The wound she got from the poisoned sting had healed cleanly, thanks to the Saint’s healing.

Valkyrie raised her outerwear up to her shoulders and shook her head.

“…Sorry. Let’s go.”

A faint sigh slipped from her lips.

A soldier must know how to separate the personal from the professional.

Valkyrie and I had a history, but during our expeditions, we were all business.

As always, we pushed aside our personal feelings, maintained formation, and covered each other’s blind spots.

We had one goal.

To find an exit.

I checked the mana compass.

The guiding crystal was still spinning wildly without direction.
Compared to when we were on the beach, it spun even faster now.

That meant we were getting closer to the entrance of the barrier.

“Magician.”

“There.”

The Saint called out, and Riyo gestured. Valkyrie and I readied our weapons.

Vrrrrrrr.

Dark-colored hornets were circling the area.

“Scouts, maybe?”

They were about twice the size of the yellow bees that usually attacked us at night. 

The stingers on their tails looked longer and sharper too. 

Just from appearance alone, they were no joke.

Do we ignore them and keep moving?

Or take them out for good?

We chose the latter.

Riyo fired the net gun she’d just finished building that morning.

The deployed mesh net trapped a hornet midair. 

It struggled to escape, but the structure of the net—engineered with care—was extremely sturdy. 

That alone wouldn’t tear or unravel easily.

Thud!

Valkyrie finished the trapped hornet off with her spear. 

A clean hit to the vital point. 

The monster let out a thick, choking sound and collapsed. 

Dead in one strike.

No need for me to step in.

“Won’t that draw in more of them?”

“If they come, we’ll take care of them too.”

We moved forward, carefully picking off scattered monsters along the way.

It was tiresome work, but essential.

These hornet monsters had wings. 

If we encountered their leader, the patrolling ones would fly back quickly to defend it.

We couldn’t risk having our escape route cut off.

Following the direction where the mana compass shook most violently, we pressed on.

And finally, we found something significant.

“That’s… one massive tree.”

“It’s covered in beehives.”

“There are some strange-looking flowers too.”

Most trees around here were barely ten meters tall.

But this one stretched past thirty, towering far above the rest.

It wasn’t just tall—it was thick and sprawling with countless branches.

No way was this just a few decades old. 

This thing was centuries old, at least.

And those beehives hanging from every branch…

Something felt off. 

Uneasy.

Could this be the nest of the hive leader?

[“Intruders.”]

Bad hunches are never wrong.

Whuuuum.

A giant beetle with long horns appeared, its wings buzzing like thunder.

[“You dare come this far, unprepared.”]

The smell of decaying leaves filled the air.

Maybe that’s what summoned them—but within moments, dozens of black hornets swarmed in.

BZZZZZZZZZZ.

The violent hum of their wings was enough to shake your soul.

“Ugh… they’re so gross.”

The Saint whimpered, clutching at my sleeve.

But that didn’t mean she was helpless.

[“Attack them!”]

As the hornets charged, the Saint spoke a sacred incantation.

Divine Right: The Weight of Light.

Her divine decree struck at the souls of the hornets.

Their aggressive flight stuttered.

Some were dragged to the ground, crushed by invisible weight.

Riyo fired more nets and raised her crossbow.

The reload speed was slow, but there were so many enemies that anything she fired hit something.

While Riyo and the Saint covered the air, Valkyrie took out the ones crawling or flying low.

Her spearwork was as stunning as ever.

When she was our enemy, I used to lose sleep at night.

But as an ally?

She was the best I could ask for.

[“Impossible!”]

The beetle roared.

[“Prioritize the magician! That one is the most dangerous!”]

Bugs seem to really like me. Or maybe they just hate me?

Why is it always me they want to target first?

Well, if we’re being strategic, I am the right choice.

The Saint’s magic only affects the soul.

Riyo and Valkyrie can only kill one monster at a time.

But me?

“O river, shed your scales.”

I can do area attacks.

It was a freshly synthesized Red Phosphorus Stone.

Not as potent as white phosphorus, but still packed with combustible mana that fans out in front like a flame burst.

The Magocracy often uses it in flamethrowers for a reason.

Shooting it through a flamethrower would’ve been more efficient, but even a small spark was lethal to monsters like these.

They’re bugs, after all.

No matter how tough their shells are, insects are always vulnerable to heat.

Instead of picking them off one by one…

I roasted them.

The fire from the Red Phosphorus Stone blazed across the swarm and reached the tree behind them.

Those caught in the flames were charred instantly.

Even those nearby had their wings and outer shells melted, dropping to the ground one by one.


And then, the tree presumed to be their base began to burn from the roots up.

“No!”

The beetle screamed in despair.

“You bastard! What have you done?!”

Shouting furiously, the beetle gave up on the battle and flew upward. 

The beehives clinging to the tree were melting away. 

He flapped his wings frantically, trying to put out the flames, but it was no use. 

The fire emitted from the mana stones infused with “In” was not something that could be easily extinguished.

“Ah.”

Damn it. Out of mana again.

A wave of dizziness swept over me for a moment, but I quickly recovered. 

The two golems on my shoulders replenished my mana. 

With this much, I could probably cast one or two more powerful spells.

“Ugh!”

The valkyrie, who had been out in front, quickly staggered back.

It must’ve been the trauma. 

Before I could even reach out to grab her hand, she rushed into my arms.

Honestly, I was a little taken aback.

By then, the beetle had given up entirely on putting out the fire and flew even higher. 

We dealt with the remaining bees and retreated a bit from the burning tree.

Once everyone had restored their mana and divine energy, we decided to observe just a little longer before moving on.

That’s when a giant bee descended from the sky.

“You pests… you’ve done it now. How dare you set fire to the sacred nest?”

Stripes of yellow and black. Antennae on her head. 

Two legs like a human, but four arms. 

Her face was that of a beautiful woman, yet her eyes were compound, like an insect’s.

If you mixed a human and a bee half and half, would it look like this?

The grotesqueness of an insect mixed with the allure of a beauty—it was neither here nor there. 

This must be what people meant by the uncanny valley.

“Human. Male mage.”

Oh, why is it always me?

“I am the queen of this island, Virzoneh. What is your name?”

“Erich Rohnstein.”

“…Rohnstein?”

The bee-monster who called herself queen let out a dry laugh.

“You’re his descendant, aren’t you?”

“His?”

“The use of mana stones, your appearance… you’re a spitting image.”

Whoever “he” was, I didn’t really care at the moment.

This creature just claimed to be the queen and ruler of the island. 

That meant she was the leader here. 

If we could defeat her, we might be able to get the mana stone needed to escape.

“Hey, David. The boss is a woman. You didn’t forget the bet we made the other day, did you?”

“Ah, dammit. Well, I guess I have no choice now.”

David began twerking on my shoulder.

“Why are you dancing now?!”

“Because… that monster… looks strong. Just in case… it doesn’t hurt to… dance a little preemptively. Ooooooh.”

The queen bee revealed an ovipositor-like appendage from her rear. 

Long like a worm, it flared open at the end like a flower. 

At its tip was a stinger, just like any other bee.

“I’ve always liked strong and handsome males. Burning my nest is unforgivable, but… if you swear to devote your seed to me for the rest of your life, I’ll let you live and only kill the women.”

“I refuse.”

“Pity. I thought it was a rather charming offer.”

“I’m not that easy of a man to sleep with things like you.”

“I like you. I really like you!”

The queen bee smiled grotesquely and waved her hand.

Thud!

From between the burning trees, red flowers rained down.

A sweet scent of honey filled the air.

At the same time, golden pollen scattered like sleet. My head started to throb violently.

“I may not be very strong and my venom isn’t particularly potent… but I have a power that can charm all within range, regardless of gender. With this, I’ve trained loyal elite soldiers who would die for me without question.”

It didn’t seem like an idle boast.

“Haaah…”

My breath came heavy and ragged.

And it wasn’t just me.

The saintess, the fox twins, even the valkyrie beside me—all of them had glazed eyes, dazed by the strange, sultry scent.

“It is the Perfume of Allure. Your body is already heating up, isn’t it? This can’t be purified by ordinary means. I wonder just how long you’ll be able to maintain your reason.”

If this continued, we’d be finished before we even had the chance to fight properly.

We needed to end this, fast.


But the queen had flight on her side.

Getting close enough to land a decisive blow was full of unpredictable risk.

More than that, if we failed to take her down in a single strike, the consequences could be catastrophic.

Maybe even worse than death.

“Now then, strip down and come into my embrace.”

And just then, a good idea hit me.

Pretending to gag, I collapsed forward and slipped two mana stones beneath my tongue.



 
  Chapter 84: Smoke(1)


The Queen Bee’s Nest

Virzoneh scowled upon receiving the scout’s report.

“The vanguard was annihilated?”


“Yes, Your Majesty.”


“Are you sure it wasn’t a mistake?”


“If even one returns alive, you may execute me on the spot.”

The queen fell silent.

Though the vanguard was made up of mere disposable grunts, his confidence was convincing.

And the fact that there had been no word from a unit expected to return triumphantly weighed heavily on her.

“Even if they’re a suicide unit… for none to survive at all…?”


“The enemy’s strength was beyond expectations. Their formation was solid. There was a holy warrior for combat, a healer, and a craftsman. As for the man, his mana reserves were low, but his magical skill was formidable.”


“Hmm…”

Combat, healing, crafting, and a mage.

As the list of roles was spoken aloud, Virzoneh’s eyes narrowed in thought.

She remembered something from the distant past and gave a solemn nod.

“It’s not impossible.”

Long ago, a group had risen against the Demon King of a previous era:

A human hero who had received a sacred sword from the Goddess of War, capable of vanquishing any darkness.


An elven priest granted powerful divine healing by the Goddess of Restoration.


And a beastkin scout whose hands, blessed by the Goddess of Craft, could swiftly create anything.

That trio had spearheaded a special operations unit that breached the Demon King’s castle centuries ago, dealt a fatal blow to the predecessor, and threw the front lines into chaos.

The demon army’s expansion was halted. Attacked from the rear, the military suffered a crushing defeat.

But that wasn’t all.

Laborers who had secretly learned magic within the demon territory rose in rebellion.

When the revolt couldn’t be suppressed, political unrest followed, and legion commanders from all regions struggled to regroup at the capital, Helire.

Eventually, the demon army was defeated. 

The kingdom fell. 

And now, here they were.

“Jerem…”

The queen grimaced, recalling the face of a certain man.

“If he’s mingling with those devout of the Holy Spirit Church, then that mage must not be from the Circle of Eight. He probably calls himself a magus—some pretentious scholar. We must capture him alive and torment him to death. Servants!”

“Yes, Your Majesty!”

“Summon every Black Wasp unit on the island at once! We’ll crush these intruders in one strike!”

The messenger paled and shook his head furiously.

“Forgive me, but assembling the main force so abruptly is unwise. If we’re not careful, the Witch of Calamity or the Vampire Princess might catch wind of it.”

“…Hmm, you have a point.”

The Witch of Calamity, who wielded mushrooms.


The Vampire Princess, who wielded blood.


Both were hopeless around men.

The former obsessed over “ingredients” that only men could provide.


The latter?

Mad for a man’s blood.

At this rate, competition might spike to three-on-one.

She had to monopolize this while it was still a secret.

After a brief pause, Virzoneh made the cautious choice again.

“Then gather the units slowly, over several days, under the pretense of large-scale training. In the meantime, don’t let the intruders rest. Mobilize the remaining worker wasps and launch nightly raids. But only feint—don’t kill them. Wear them down. Understood?”

“At your command.”

The messenger bowed and flew off.

The queen bee stared up at the sky and murmured:

“You’ll have to make as many as you kill, little one…”

Lately, the Stones had been unusually chatty.


Aside from combat and sleep, they never stopped babbling.

It was maddening.

Their topics varied, but one recurring discussion was my relationship with the enemy female soldiers.

“What a shame. If only the Saint and the Engineer had arrived a bit later, we could’ve seen the real show.”


“Right? The timing sucks.”


“It’s a relief, really. The Saint still has a chance…”


“You all just don’t get it. The Valkyrie and he are sworn enemies. The Saint’s too shy to be bold. In the end, the fox sisters will win. I’ve never been wrong before.”


“You will be now.”


“Who are you to interfere with our Rachael’s marriage path?”


“Are you trying to see blood spilled, even in death?”

“He’s our Stone.”


“So what? Stones can bleed too. Wanna see?”


“Oh my.”


“Ugh, I can’t live with these rockheads.”

This went on for hours.

I was going insane.

Do I have feelings for the three soldiers?


It’d be a lie to say I didn’t.


What man wouldn’t be drawn to beautiful women?

But could those feelings become love?


That, I wasn’t so sure about.

Love isn’t a one-way street.

Maybe with the Saint, now more relaxed. Or the Engineer, with whom I’ve even shared a
“serious” moment.


But the Valkyrie?


Even if the war ended, I doubted we could truly be together.


Not until her two comrades supported us.

“Ugh, can’t another good opportunity come already?”

“Rachael’s too scared, it’s frustrating.”

I finally couldn’t take it and asked directly:

“Why are you all trying to pair me with the Valkyrie? Didn’t you say, on the last island, that you’d just observe?”

“That was only in front of the Saint.”


“I don’t follow…”


“Are you really this dense, or just pretending?”

Their laughter echoed in my head.

“Erich Rohnstein, was it? We were impressed by what happened yesterday.”

Even after breathing in the pollen, you put Rachael’s safety over lust. We thought for sure you’d go wild, but…


“This was better. Thank you for taking care of our defenseless captain.”



“And now we know for sure—you’re someone essential to her happiness.”


“Yesterday made us root for you even more. Eee! What are we going to do!”

I was bewildered.

These people were nothing like the ones I first met.


They were trying to set me up with their dearest friend—the same people I once fought and killed.

Had they gone mad?

I turned to look at the Valkyrie, who was resting.

“Ugh…”

She immediately avoided my gaze.


There it was—proof of the wall between us.


Yesterday’s events had shaken us both.

“Argh! This is unbearable!”


“Mister Mage, could you remake our bodies? If we talk to Rachael, maybe we can smooth things over. Then this awkward tension will go away.”

“Understood.”

I called out to Miyo.

“Starting today, I’ll teach you how to make golems.”

“Really?!”

Her eyes sparkled with excitement.

Truth be told, I’d never actually made a golem before.

It wasn’t my area of expertise.

Still, as a fellow geotechnomancer, I had a solid grasp of the theory.

If I helped with the mana circuit construction and left the design to Riyo, we’d be fine.

As it turned out, it wasn’t as hard as I’d feared.

A few days later…

The fox sisters and I had crafted four small humanoid golems.

“Ooh, you’ve got your voice back.”

“Muttering with spirit-speech was getting old. I need to speak proper Mage Nation language again.”

“Oooooooooh.”

“Wheeeeeeeng wheeeeeeng wheeeeng.”

Two short-limbed golems vibrated on my shoulders.

“What is wrong with them?”

“They’re cute! Can we ride too?”

“Ohhh hohohoho!”

“Heheheheheh!”

Did I mess up the design?

At their own request, Daisy and Olivia clambered onto the shoulders of the Valkyrie golem.

One way or another, things seemed like they might finally quiet down.

“But honestly, I liked the dinosaur body better.”

“When do we get to be dragons again?”

“Senpai, please evolve us into dinosaurs again.”

“If it’s not too much, I’d like wings this time. I’ve always dreamed of soaring through the skies.”

“Don’t fly too high, though. You’ll end up a ghost.”

“This little—!”

I take it back. Still noisy.

“Hey, mage, mage!”

“Hm?”

Riyo lifted up Kalon with a bright smile.

“We made him. He’s our baby.”

You’ve got to be kidding me.

“Waaah~”

Stop encouraging them.

***

About a week had passed.

In that time, the four of us had built a pretty decent base.

They’d put up walls around the bed, added a roof, built a pantry for food storage, and even made various kitchenware. 

At the very least, we now had a proper shelter from rain and wind.

Food wasn’t too bad either. 

Compared to the last island of nothing but rocks and fire, this place was far more abundant. 

Even if a hunt failed, we could gather herbs and fruits to get by. 

Hunger wasn’t much of a concern anymore.

But what Rachael loved most was being able to talk to her friends again.

Thanks to Erich and the fox sisters’ teamwork, they’d built golems with functioning vocal cords.

And yet… the things Daisy and Olivia said since regaining speech were increasingly worrying.

“Why are you hesitating?”

“We’re totally fine.”

“No need for guilt. Just go for it!”

“Whatever happens, you have to lock that man down.”

They were egging Rachael on harder than ever to seduce Erich, even bringing up the recent poison incident. 

Rachael’s cheeks turned a bright red.

Truth be told, she was still wavering.

Was it really okay to reconcile with Erich von Rohnstein?

Could she fall in love with him?

Would there come a day when he would neither fear nor despise her, but smile at her with genuine warmth?

The more time she spent with him, the more Rachael realized how indiscriminate her past hatred had been. 

He hadn’t fought as a soldier for his country—she had been the one consumed by madness, by a belief that all mages must die.

The guilt from that, and the memory of the kiss she’d stolen from him days earlier, were all jumbled together. 

That’s why she couldn’t bring herself to meet his eyes lately.

“Ah, look!”

“A mage approaches.”

Startled, Rachael lifted her head.

Erich was walking toward her, eyes heavy with some unreadable emotion.

That expression… 

What was it? 

Did he have something to say?

“It’s happening.”

“What is?”

“I’ve been telling the mage for ages now—take Rachael with you. Judging by that look, he’s made up his mind to have a serious conversation with you today.”

The two spirit girls giggled.

“Ooh, maybe he’s really going to confess.”

“Oh my, oh my, oh my~”


Rachael’s shoulders drew in tight.

A confession? 

A real one?

 Out of nowhere?

Then, Erich took Rachael’s wrist—and pulled.



 
  Chapter 86: Smoke (3)


Virzoneh was not the strongest among the Demon King’s officers. 

Her true power didn’t lie in brute strength, but in her ability to command an army.

She released pheromones of arousal and enchantment, bewitching not only males but even females. 

Those ensnared by her scent would gladly offer their lives for her.

It was absolute obedience.

That was why Virzoneh, who had only ever held the position of a corps commander, was called “Queen.”

“O [Name]-th Offering, I beseech the southern demon: let all those directly addicted to Her Majesty’s pheromones be eternally unable to escape, so long as her life remains intact.”

It was a power obtained by selling even her soul to a demon. 

Unless she died, anyone who inhaled her alluring scent would forever remain her thrall.

“Ugh, my body feels strange…”

“OOO!”

“Everyone! Snap out of it… aah!”

Look. 

The women were already staggering.

Even the Saint, who should have been protected by divine healing power, could no longer stand.

Purification by Sefiron had its limits—it was that potent a toxin.

A pathetic sight, really. 

Within the hour, they would all become nothing more than her obedient pets.

But they weren’t Virzoneh’s priority.

No—securing the fresh, virile energy of a male was.

Her eyes dropped to the ground.

“Uuugh, mm… master…”

The Mage was crawling on all fours. 

A pitiful, wretched sight—as though he’d thrown away all human dignity.

“So he wasn’t much after all.”

She had thought he must be impressive if he’d taken down the Yellow Phoenix Unit, but it was a mistake. 

He wasn’t weak per se, but he wasn’t strong enough to resist her pheromones, either.

Had he awakened the “Oath of Zeraem,” perhaps he would’ve won.

But he wasn’t that kind of man. 

His magic skill was considerable, but his absolute mana capacity was lacking. 

He’d almost reached the peak—but not quite.

That spider woman would be quite saddened to see this, Virzoneh thought, licking her lips as she spoke.

“Stand.”

At her command, the man rose to his feet. 

The pheromonal suggestion was working perfectly.

“Take off your clothes and come here.”

He obeyed like a machine, stripping away his pride and shirt as if he were a plaything. 

Virzoneh barely suppressed a giggle.

This always happened.

No matter how mighty one was, once they succumbed to lust, they lost intelligence and became beasts. 

It was a conclusion she had reached after living for centuries: all life forms are slaves to instinct.

“How foolish.”

How utterly idiotic.

Still, it had been a while since she’d tasted a human man. 

He passed the visual test. 

She would sample him first, then take him to her nest—gradually drain him with care.

“Now, stick out your tongue.”

At her command, the man opened his mouth.

And spat out a stone.

“Rise, flames!”

A whirlwind of fire engulfed the queen’s face.

They say deceit and lies are a magician’s virtue.

It was a narrative pushed by the Holy Spirit Nation to paint mages as villains—but if you thought about it, there was some truth to it.

A great sorcerer requires not only theoretical knowledge and mana training but also clever trickery.

One needs the skill to improvise in critical moments to truly succeed in the arcane arts.

Stripping in front of the queen was a masterstroke. 

It fooled her completely.

“Kyaaaaaah!”

The queen’s head crackled as it caught fire. 

It had worked. 

The sultry, seductive voice was gone, replaced by nothing but howls from a shrieking monster.

Too loud.

I spat out the remaining mana stones.

“Sever it.”

Slick!

A blade-sharp arc of mana sliced through the queen’s neck.

Splaaash!

A fountain of blood erupted, mingling with embers to produce a sickening stench. 

I pinched my nose and kicked her body. 

The headless torso staggered, then collapsed.

Just in case, I severed all limbs and split the body into thirds. 

Brutal, yes—but necessary. 

The safer we would be for it.

The twitching limbs soon stilled.

“A meaningless death.”

Bzzzzzzzt!

A few hornets, seeing their queen fall, rushed at me in fury.

But I had no stones to use—I’d left them with my clothes. 

A serious problem.


There was only one option left—evasion.

Then—

“Wizard!”

“Move!”

From the left came the valkyrie, from the right, Riyo. 

Both charged, spearing and slicing the hornets coming for me.

“Haah… haah…”

“…You okay?”

Riyo and the valkyrie reached out at the same time. 

I grabbed both hands and barely managed to steady myself.

Both the fox sisters and the valkyrie were flushed. 

Behind them, the Saint staggered, half-unconscious. 

Everyone looked awful.

“Mr. Carsten! Are you all right?”

“Y-Yeah. I’m okay.”

The Saint shook her head and summoned a halo over it. 

At last, her divine power began to flow freely, spreading healing energy. 

I could feel my agitated body finally begin to calm.

I looked toward the burning trees. The remaining hornets buzzed, trying to put out the fires. 

They didn’t even realize their queen was dead.

I wasn’t going to die to some stragglers after defeating the queen.

Looking at the team, I gave the order.

“Let’s end the expedition here for today. Let’s return to base and regroup.”

“Agreed.”

The Saint nodded weakly. 

The battle hadn’t been intense, but our minds had been ravaged by the queen’s enchantments. 

I, especially, was on the verge of mana depletion.

After asking David, Kalon, and Miyo to share some mana, I prepared a teleportation spell.

“Mr. Carsten, aren’t you going to say it this time?”

“Say what?”

“You know—‘I love you. You’re kind, Erich.’”

“Whaaat?!”

With the Saint’s bashful squeal, we returned to base.

***

The sight of our shabby hut drained the last of my strength. 

Having a place to rest—what a comfort that was.

The four of us collapsed onto the beds. 

They were stone slabs—hard, but oddly cozy. 

Just having somewhere to lie down filled us with hope.

Staring at the ceiling, I asked,

“How’s everyone holding up?”

“Uh, Mage…”

“Are you hurt?”

“No, it’s just…”

The Saint sat up.

Then climbed on top of me.

My brain froze, then rebooted.

“W-What are you doing?!”

“I—I went through purification, I swear… but my body’s still hot…”

“Haaa…” 

She exhaled, warm breath brushing my face. 

She leaned in, eyes deep like lotus petals.

Her nose touched mine.

I knew a bit about Lumina and elf culture. 

When someone pressed their nose against yours like this, it meant only one thing across all Elven nations:

“I want to have sex with you.”

Back in the day, elves were even more conservative about intimacy than humans. 

They created this custom—nose touching as a prelude—because a sudden kiss might startle or offend someone.

I had no choice but to panic.

It was somewhere between a kiss… and a confession.

“Can I…?”

The saint asked, her voice damp with emotion. 

Before my reason could snap, I lifted myself off the ground.

“No.”

Her violet eyes shimmered with emotion—worry, unease.

“D-Do I…displease you?”

“No.”

“Is it because I’m not your type…?”

“That’s not it either. Honestly, you’re stunning—so beautiful that anyone would fall for you at a glance. Why would I reject someone like you?”

“…Then why?”

“Because this isn’t what you truly want, Lady Carsten.”

All my life, I’d tried to live as morally as I could. 

Careful with every action, avoiding anything that felt even remotely wrong. 

I may not have been blessed with fortune, but I’d dodged every real disaster that way.

This was no different.

The Saint wasn’t acting like herself. 

It had to be the lingering effects of the poison. 

I was the only man here, and her instincts were likely clinging to me as a reaction.

If I touched her now—it would be wrong. 

Deeply immoral. 

And forsaking morality always brings consequences.

“It seems even your divine power hasn’t fully neutralized the poison. You should rest.”

“No, I—”

“You’re not the kind of person who would behave like this.”

Even if she were in her right mind, it would still be dangerous. 

A single mistake, and I’d be branded by the Holy Spirit Order for life.

Living under their surveillance forever?

No thanks.

I’d rather die.

The best I could do now was calm her. 

I gently laid her back down and covered her with my shirt in place of a blanket.

“Sniff, sniff.”

The Saint clutched my shirt and took in its scent.

“So this is what a man smells like…”

I recoiled instinctively. This was worse than I thought.

That queen bee—I’d underestimated her. 

If her magic could reduce even the Saint to this state, her skill must have been extraordinary. 

Thank goodness I dealt with her beforehand.

Then I checked on Valkyrie and Riyo.

“How are you two feeling?”

“…Tingly.”

“Hot.”

What was with them now?

But thinking about it, if the Saint was like that, it was no surprise the other two were affected too. 

The strange part was—I was the only one still normal.

I’d already shaken off the pheromone’s effects. 

Was it because I was a man? 

Or a mage? 

Or just had a different constitution?

I didn’t know. If I did, I’d probably be a doctor by now.

At least Valkyrie and the fox twins were still within expected behavior.

Valkyrie only tried to hold my hand, while the twins coiled their tails around my waist, rubbing against me like animals.

“Hey, mage. There’s something we haven’t told you.”

“What is it?”

“We’ve… been in heat since about two weeks ago.”

“…So what am I supposed to do about that?”

“Our tails.”

Were they asking me to touch them?

No.

I couldn’t.

Among beastkin, tails are sacred.

Flick.

One of the twins wrapped her tail around my forearm. 

It was stiffer than usual, and a sweet scent wafted up.

“Touching our tails during this time means something really special. If you want a very special relationship with us… then go ahead.”

What would happen if I did?

I shook my head.

“Let’s talk about this later.”

I did care about the fox twins. I wanted to protect them, be with them.

But not yet.

If I confessed love to any of the three, it would only come after we found a way out of this mess. 

Until then, survival came first. 

If I fell for one, it could make things awkward with the other two—or worse, cloud my judgment when I needed it most.

Just then, Valkyrie, who had been holding my hand, stirred.

Her eyes met mine, almost pleading.

“Erich,” she said.

“Wanna go hunting tomorrow?”

Finally—someone talking like a sane person.

Maybe she’d developed resistance from earlier exposure to the venom.

“Hunting? In your condition?”

“Yeah.”

“Don’t push yourself. Rest while you can. Don’t come crying later if it gets worse.”

I took off my T-shirt and handed it to Valkyrie too.

She was prone to overheating and catching colds, so I needed to keep an eye on her.

As I lit a glowstone and started gathering stones for later use, four golems waddled over, tossing out comments one by one.

“You trash.”

“Trying to seduce all three at once? What are you, a playboy?”

“Erich, you should just pick one bride.”

“At this rate, your wedding’s going to be a nightmare.”

What were they even saying? Brides? Marriage?

That was way too far off to think about.

In truth, Tiria had already purged the venom from her body using her divine power. 

She’d only pretended otherwise—just like Rachael had—hoping for a chance to kiss Erich.

It hadn’t worked, but he did say she was beautiful enough to fall for at first sight. 

That was something. 

Tiria smiled quietly.

The fox twins had secretly broken the rules of the love rivalry Tiria had proposed back on the island. 

In beastkin culture, allowing someone to touch their tail during heat was essentially a marriage proposal.

Erich hadn’t touched them, but he almost did. 

That meant something. Riyo and Miyo wagged their tails hopefully.

And Rachael—her body wasn’t even hot, but she’d lied.

It was her subconscious desire to keep Erich’s attention a little longer.

Sure, he’d told her to rest instead of going hunting, but he didn’t let go of her hand. 

He’d even taken off his shirt to cover her.

That was something.

Rachael writhed in guilt and embarrassment.


Yes.

All three had used the poison as an excuse—to pretend they had no choice.

And all three, except Erich, had realized the same thing:

When it comes to women’s hearts, no one knows better than another woman.

The war of glances had only just begun.



 
  Chapter 87: Adora (1)


Beneath the tree, now reduced to ash and soot.


Two demons stepped carefully around the corpses of bees, tidying up the area.

A crone, her entire body covered in mushrooms, clicked her tongue disapprovingly.

“Birzonech has fallen.”

“Didn’t think she’d go out like that.”

A girl with snow-white hair and crimson eyes snorted dismissively.

“It was her own fault.”

“Isn’t that a bit cold? She was your comrade, after all.”

“Cold? She ignored an intruder, didn’t report it properly. And she acted like a legion commander, when she was just leading a battalion. Arrogant fool.”

“Still, this is clearly an emergency. We need a countermeasure.”

The white-haired demon turned her head, a wicked smile spreading across her face, baring sharp fangs.

“Niemie.”

“Yes, I’m listening.”

“The Master’s resurrection draws near. We can’t allow any external interference now. I want the outside world quiet.”

“Hmph. You’re asking for a troublesome task.”

The crone — her body a forest of fungi.

The Witch of Misfortune: Niemie.

“Alright. This old hag will give it a try.”

She nodded slightly and brought her hands together.

“Come to me.”

Muttering an incantation, a blue flame ignited in her hollow eyes.

Crackle.

Spores scattered across the area rose like dandelion seeds, gathering and intertwining like sponge to form human-like figures — mushrooms shaped in the image of men.

“Find the intruder.”

At her command, the fungal constructs began to move sluggishly.

The girl with the white hair and red eyes — Vampire Princess Beficia — spun her parasol and grinned with satisfaction.

“I’m pleased. Kill them on sight. And if you can’t, come to me.”

“Didn’t need to say it. I know.”

“Oh, good news by the way. Just got word through a scroll. Salvira is coming. Seems she wants to witness the resurrection ritual.”

“That spider girl? I’ve never fully trusted her.”

“What choice do we have? Including me and Sea Dragon, there are only three legion commanders left.”

Beficia gave a wave as if dismissing a servant.

Then suddenly, she paused.

“Oh right. Word is, someone from the Eightfold Order is coming too.”

***

Southern Command, Magic Nation.


“They’ve done it now.”

Air Force Commander Tetmon Giffold sighed. 

He crushed out a half-smoked cigarette in the ashtray and lowered his newspaper.

[Hazuka’il Declares War on Selaine]

“To pick a fight with the Elven Nation… Is the Chancellor out of his mind?”

“Please watch your words.”

The sharp retort came from none other than Adora.

Adora Giffold, daughter of Tetmon, Major General in the Army, and elite member of the Chancellor’s personal guard — the Seven Blades.

“Adora, why are you here again? You’re with the Seven Blades.”

Pop.

Adora blew a bubble gum balloon that burst with a loud pop.

“I told you last time, didn’t I? That I’d return for a mission.”

“Today’s the day?”

“Yes, sir.”

“You could’ve at least sent word.”

“It’s classified. I couldn’t inform you in advance. Please understand.”

Adora adjusted her cap and bowed slightly. 

She held out a small note.

“Zero… twenty-four…”

The note bore the seal of the Supreme Chancellor.

“‘Mobilize the Air Force to destroy the Elven main fleet. Temporarily assign Adora Giffold to Southern Command for naval warfare against the Holy Nation.’ What the hell is this?”

“It’s literal. His Excellency wants the Holy Nation defeated swiftly, to claim dominance over the western seas. I’m simply here to fulfill that wish.”

“What could you possibly do here?”

“I’m afraid I can’t answer that, sir.”

Adora tapped her sternum with a few fingers, her brow faintly furrowed.

“I am… the Chancellor’s arm and leg. Whatever order he gives, I will obey.”

“Adora…”

As a father, Tetmon felt his head ache. 

Like the missing Admiral Dietz, he, too, was a hopeless daughter-fool — he just got better at hiding it as she aged.

A parent’s love is real. 

And he couldn’t help but worry about the strange turn his daughter had taken over time.

“You’re really going to the front?”

“It’s His Excellency’s order.”

“Even though it’s a naval battle?”

“I’m a general, sir. I know what I’m doing.”

Tetmon bit his lip.

Just don’t die.

“I’ll do my best.”

And try not to get hurt, if you can help it.

Adora gave a deep bow. Just as she turned to leave the office—

“Wait.”

“Yes?”

“Last time you were here… I saw some gum you left behind. It looked like there was blood in it. Are you alright?”

“I’m fine. You probably mistook the coloring. I usually chew strawberry-flavored gum.”


“Is that so?”

“Yes. Nothing to worry about.”

Adora rolled her tongue and blew a new bubble. 

Pop. 

It burst sharply, echoing through the office.

“Well then. If this mission’s classified, just be careful, alright?”

“You worry too much.”

Adora stepped out of the office. 

After walking a few dozen paces and turning a corner, she pulled a digital scroll from her coat — a private order, delivered solely to her by the Chancellor.

Capture surviving Holy Nation soldiers near the Tatancur Sea and deliver them to the designated location. 

A transfer agent will be waiting.

She unfolded a sea chart.

A bold dot marked the center of the Tatancur Sea.

That was where Adora’s true mission lay.

Adora stepped out to sea without even bringing her personal aide.

The vessel she boarded was neither an aircraft carrier nor a destroyer—just a small, fast patrol boat.

A humble ship, unbefitting of her status as a Rear Admiral and a member of the Supreme Leader’s elite guard.

And yet, for a mission steeped in secrecy, no ship could be more appropriate.

Sigh.

Adora stood alone at the bow, letting out a breath. 

Her hand moved to her nape, fingers brushing against her skin before she pulled out a necklace.

A pendant dangled from a silver ring—eight inverted cross-shaped emblems arranged equidistantly in a circle.

The Crest of the Eight Shadows.

An artifact she received upon becoming one of the Seven Disciples, granted by the Supreme Leader himself. 

It served to assist the wearer in controlling magical energy.

Clutching the necklace tightly in one hand, Adora lifted her gaze.

The sea fog was thickening.

Splashhhhh!

Suddenly, the dark blue waters split apart—and from within emerged a massive serpent.

Its towering form was the height of a 40-story building, whiskers dangling from its face like a colossal catfish.

The serpent gazed down at Adora’s patrol boat and spoke in a low, rumbling voice.

“Are you the outsider chosen to join the Assembly of the Eight Shadows this time?”

***

Several days had passed since the fall of the Queen Bee.

During that time, I had kept a close watch on the three female soldiers. 

Though they seemed mostly fine… there was something odd in the air. 

A strange, lingering tension.

Let’s see… how best to describe it?

The Valkyrie tried to cling to me anytime I so much as lit a campfire.

The Saint claimed her divine power was depleted and pulled a surprise back-hug on me.

And the fox sisters kept trying to pull my pants down with their tails.

Definitely more intense than usual. 

Stranger than the last island, even.


The Saint claiming she’s out of divine power?

That alone makes no sense.

It felt like I was the prey in some twisted hunt.

Were they acting?

Pretending?

I don’t know.

How am I supposed to read a woman’s mind?

Anyway, lately, we’ve been working harder on gathering food again.

Our next expedition would take us past the forest and into a mountainous region—possibly filled with caves.

We were hoping to find a magical barrier or at least a clue to one.

Based on experience, there would likely be a powerful monster waiting for us.

We had to save our strength if we were going to fight it.

“Tada! New net complete!”

Riyo had crafted a fresh set of tools for sea fishing. 

I helped a little, but honestly, she finished it fast and well. 

Every time I see her work, I’m reminded how amazing she is.

So today, we decided to go sea fishing for the first time in a while.

On the way, I chatted with Miyo to kill time.

“What should I teach you today?”

Well—technically, it was more like a lecture.

“Since we’re on the move, let’s keep it light and talk about forbidden spells, shall we?”

“Forbidden spells! I know a few. They’re super dangerous spells we promised never to use, right?”

I nodded. 

Miyo had a natural curiosity about magic and had already learned the basics.

There are many kinds—some control the mind, others destroy the body, some leave the mind intact but torment the flesh…

“Hey… what do you think is the most terrifying forbidden spell for a mage?”

There was only one answer.

“Anti-Talisman.”

“Huh? What’s that?”

“You’ve never heard of it?”

“Nope.”

“It’s a dark spell that completely seizes control of a target’s key organs—like the brain or heart. It’s associated with sacrificial magic. Horrifying stuff.”

Miyo tilted her head with a little 

“Hmm.”

“Tell me more.”

“Say someone’s heart stopped beating. Normally, unless a miracle happens, they’re gone for good. But with Anti-Talisman, you can use demonic power to force that heart to beat again.”

The core of the spell is a small, soot-black object called an amulet.

The caster implants the amulet into the subject and seals it within, claiming dominion over the body.

“But even if they’re ‘revived,’ it’s not really them. The caster owns their body now. If it’s the brain, they’d just live like a puppet. But if it’s the heart?”

“Then… whenever they disobey, the caster could just… squeeze?”

“Exactly.”

I read about this in a history book once. 

A dark spell so infamous, I only saw a single page—and it still stuck with me.

“Is there a cure?”

“Not sure. Maybe if you blasted the amulet with holy power—it is magical, after all.”

But honestly, I don’t know. It’s not a spell just anyone can use. 

It takes advanced magical skill and surgical knowledge. The amulet implantation process is extremely complex.


“Oh, looks like we’re here already.”

The sunlight shimmered on the sand, the sea sparkling clear before us.

The wide-open sky and salty wind filled my lungs, refreshing and bright.

And then—drifting in like seaweed carried by the waves—was a mage nation officer, lying crumpled and motionless.

What… the hell is that?
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There was a person collapsed on the beach.

They were dressed mostly in black military uniform. 

It was similar to mine, though slightly different. 

My outfit was an Air Force officer’s uniform, while theirs resembled that of the Army.

Regardless, it was clear they were an officer of the Magic Nation.

“Someone’s collapsed there.”

A female soldier, washed ashore. 

The sight of discovering such a soldier felt eerily familiar. 

Hadn’t I encountered something like this before?

I glanced at the Saint beside me. 

She was about to step forward to heal the person, but stopped at my signal. 

She blinked and pulled her shoulders in slightly.

“What is it?”

“This woman is from the Magic Nation. I’ll examine her, so please, Ms. Carsten, stay back for now.”

“But she’s collapsed. Her life might be in danger.”

“Even so, we can’t act rashly.”

“I’m not who I used to be. I no longer hate people just for being from the Magic Nation.”

“That’s not the issue. Look at her shoulder.”

“Her shoulder?”

“She’s a general.”

Two stars gleamed on the epaulet of the female soldier.

“Come this way and look at her face. She’s young. Probably around our age. No matter how long the war has gone on, it’s not easy for someone that young to make general. This means her combat assignment and magical skill must be extraordinary.”

In all branches—land, sea, and air—combat officers were promoted the fastest. 

The stars on her shoulder were likely earned through blood.

Remaining on guard, I studied the woman.

“The tears in her clothes are uniform, and there’s almost no moisture. Her hair is neat. No seaweed, either.”

Very different from the Saint’s previous appearance. 

Something felt off if she were truly shipwrecked.

“Most of all, her mana is stable.”

A skilled mage can naturally sense another’s magical aura. 

Mana fluctuations change when one sleeps deeply or loses consciousness. 

It becomes unstable and faint.

But from this woman, the mana waves were clear and vivid.

I was sure of it now.

I stepped forward, motioning the others to stay back, and spoke.

“I know you’re awake. Let’s stop the act.”

The woman slowly sat up, opening her eyes.

Black bobbed hair. 

Black pupils. 

Combined with her officer’s uniform, she gave off a neutral, colorless aura. 

Exactly the image of a Magic Nation officer the Holy Nation would conjure.

The general sighed.

“You caught on well.”

She reached toward her waist—she was wearing a sword.

In an age of bullets and shells, carrying a sword was rare. 

Only a select group of officers bore such weapons.

The Führer’s personal guard, the Seven Blades.

Their swords, infused with mana, could cut through anything—tanks, ships, planes. 

No exceptions. 

Only those granted permission wielded these top-tier artifacts.

The general frowned and spoke.

“Your insignia’s worn out. Identify yourself.”

“Lieutenant Erich Rohnstein, commander of the 269th Mana Supply Battalion under the Southern Air Force Command.”

“Adora Giffold, Major General of the Seven Blades.”

“Victory.”

“Loyalty.”

We saluted each other out of courtesy, but the tension had already thickened. 

The Seven Blades were a dangerous ideological unit—hostile to beastkin and the Holy Church alike.

If the Holy Nation had the Valkyrie corps, the Magic Nation had the Seven Blades.

Fewer in number, perhaps—but more filled with hatred and fanaticism. 

They were a group bound by the Führer’s belief, known to carry out any order without hesitation.

Enemies more feared than actual enemies.

As I swallowed dryly, the general scanned the group.

“If you’re Air Force, you must know Colonel Tetman Giffold.”

“Yes. Perhaps…”

“He’s my father.”

I bowed my head. 

The daughter of my direct superior.

“I’ve heard stories. You’re as formidable as the rumors say.”

“Spare me the flattery. And the ones behind you?”

“They’re Holy Nation soldiers I encountered after being stranded here. We’ve been cooperating to survive. This island is far from ordinary.”

I gave the general a brief summary of past events. 

Most importantly, the existence of the monsters. 

While speaking, I kept my eyes on her reaction.

She showed no surprise. 

If anything, she frowned. 

Her gaze kept shifting between the Saint and the fox sisters.

“Tsk.”

She clicked her tongue.


“Even if survival comes first, living among filthy beastkin and repulsive clergy? You’ve suffered quite a bit.”

“That’s not—”

“Don’t bother denying it. The Church has oppressed our mages for ages. And beastkin? They’re abominations that shouldn’t exist.”

“You’re Erich Rohnstein, right? I’ve heard of you too. The hidden hero of the anti-air unit.”

“Major General—”

“Because of your achievements, I won’t pursue charges for cooperating with enemy female soldiers. Now that I’m here, rest easy. I’ll take care of those things and return you to HQ.”

This is why she was a worse enemy than the actual enemy.

Shing.

The general unsheathed her sword. 

The blade, refined through magical techniques, sang smoothly. 

The three allied women tensed up in response to her stance.

I stepped forward.

“Please wait.”

“Stand aside.”

“Must we fight?”

“Clerics of that revolting Church and those fur-shedding beasts are to be executed on sight. Step aside. No—stand with me. That’s an order.”

“I can’t comply.”

“You’re refusing a direct order?”

“No, ma’am.”

“Don’t lie. Disobeying a superior’s order during wartime isn’t something I can overlook. You’re aware of that, aren’t you?”

“Which is why I am obeying. Colonel Giffold himself forbade unnecessary killings or torture outside of battle.”

“The Führer ordered us to kill every churchgoer and beastkin as painfully as possible.”

Damn it. 

She understands words, but you can’t reason with her. 

She’s even harder to persuade than the Valkyrie from a few months ago.

“You must’ve figured it out. Why I was lying here, pretending.”

“I’m not sure.”

“I planned to pose as a new castaway and blend into your group. But there were two variables. One was that filthy fox bitch. The other…”

Her eyes sharpened and locked on me.

“…was you, Erich Rohnstein.”

“What happened for you to become so chummy with those women?”

“We’ve survived death together more times than I can count. At this point, we can’t live without each other. There will be no fighting among us.”

“You talk like you’re married to them. So, are you taking their side?”

Sensing the tension, Valkyrie gripped her stone spear and lowered her stance. 

Riyo drew her twin axes. 

The Saintess clutched my shoulder and whispered for me to fall back. 

The three female soldiers were trying to protect me.

The general’s face darkened. 

There was no room for lies anymore. 

Truthfully, from the day we were stranded, we’d been bound by fate.

I opened my mouth with gravity.

“I have no excuses. Yes, that’s right. If you intend to harm these women, I will stand and fight you.”

“Then die.”

In the next instant, dark mana surged toward us.

Only Tiria could understand the conversation between Erich and Adora. 

And Tiria remembered an old order from headquarters:

“If you encounter an officer from the Magic Kingdom in pristine uniform, assess the situation and execute on the spot.”

The battle had already begun. 

Adora’s blade shot toward Erich’s throat—but Rachael’s spear intercepted the strike just in time.

Clang!

Adora’s eyes narrowed. 

That someone could block a blade sharp enough to cleave steel with nothing but a reinforced stone spear—unbelievable.

It was thanks to the power bestowed by the Goddess of War. 

The specially treated Sefiron neutralized mana. 

Adora angled her blade and scraped along the spear’s shaft—aiming for Rachael’s wrist.

Rachael hurriedly withdrew her spear. 

She reacted fast, but Adora was just as quick. 

With a long leg, she kicked hard.

“Ugh!”

Rachael staggered from the blow.

An opening.

Adora’s sword darted toward Rachael’s chest.

“Not so fast!”

Clang!

This time, metal struck the blade. 

Riyo, wielding her twin axes, forced her strength into her arms and pushed Adora back.

Their weapons clashed again and again, each time sparks flying from the contact.

Riyo used her beastkin senses—sharpened sight and hearing—to track Adora’s movements.

But predicting her attacks wasn’t easy. 

Adora was agile and cunning with her feints.

Still, it wasn’t easy for Adora either.

“Insolent beastkin…”

A filthy creature pretending to be human and standing in her way—how humiliating for one of the Seven Blades of the Order.

She should bind her and send her straight to the gas chamber. 

The voice in her head whispered.

“I’ll start by killing you.”

“You talk too much!”

Riyo exploded with divine energy. 

Adora struck downward, muttering briefly.

[“Falling Blossom.”]

A chilling pressure weighed on Riyo’s shoulders. 

Magic power surged—overwhelming her divine energy. 

Though the mana wasn’t pure, the sheer volume was immense—opposite to Erich’s refined but limited power.

Crushed by brute force.

Her Sefiron armor began to peel away. 

Mana seeped in. 

Eventually, one of Riyo’s axes cracked and snapped.

“Eek!”

As Riyo faltered, Rachael lunged once again. 

She matched Adora in skill, but the problem was equipment. 

A spear made of sticks and stones couldn’t stand against a real weapon.

“Tch!”

Rachael’s spear broke too.

Riyo still had one axe left, but she couldn’t afford to lose it. 

If that broke, she wouldn’t even be able to chop firewood. 

But if she hesitated now, she might die at the hands of this Magic Kingdom officer. 

She couldn’t decide.

Adora extended her sword, raising her arm high. 

The black-haired, golden-eyed woman was clearly the most dangerous. 

Defeat her, and the rest would fall easily.

Truthfully, she hadn’t meant to kill them. 

Her mission was to capture them and escort them to their destination. 

That was the role she’d been given.

[“Flash Cut.”]

Just enough to knock her out—that was the plan. 

She infused her blade with electric magic.

[“Fall.”]

Erich pulled out a magic stone and fired a spell at Adora. 

A similar electric spell—but weak. 

Adora smirked and twisted her blade.

[“Dispel.”]

A counter-spell used by trained battle mages. 

Adora’s sword sliced through Erich’s magic, dispersing the spell.

Zzzzt.

Her hand trembled on the sword’s hilt.

Adora’s lips were parched. 

Her hair stood on end from residual charge. 

Her sword felt unnaturally heavy.

Even though she’d used Dispel, it still hit that hard?

She suddenly recalled her father, Tetman’s, warning: Erich Ronstein is no ordinary mage. 

His mana was pure, unlike hers—refined like crystal. 

That kind of mana could even override a Dispel spell.

His mana reserves were small, but that was the only flaw. 

Overcome that, and he’d be a top-tier mage—on par with a surgical master.

She corrected herself.

The real threat… was Erich Ronstein.

He’d turned enemy soldiers into allies. 

Every spell he cast was powerful and precise. 

No amount of brute mana could replicate that.

Adora clenched her jaw.

“You dare cast a spell at a superior officer? This won’t end with a court martial or jail time!”


“You tried to kill me from the start!”

“Then I’ll kill you twice!”

Just as Adora surged forward—

Tiria pulled a pistol from the holster on her thigh and pulled the trigger.

Bang!
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Gunshots rang out, startling a flock of seagulls into flight.

Flap-flap-flap!

“Ghhk!”

The commander let out a groan and collapsed.

She barely managed to stay upright by stabbing her sword into the ground. 

With a face twisted in pain, she forced her head up.

It was only then that I realized—the Saintess had a gun.

“I shot you in the leg. Don’t be such a baby.”

“You… You understand the language of the Magic Nation…?”

“Yes, I understand. I heard everything you said to Erich. How orders are to execute both military clergy and beastkin on sight.”

The Saintess gave a bitter laugh as she stepped forward, her gun raised.

“As both military clergy and a Saintess, I have the same authority. I can shoot any mage whenever I want. That was my original mission, after all.”

I remembered the day we first met. 

Had I been even slightly less careful then, I would have died. 

A shiver ran down my spine—but strangely, my heart pounded too. 

That same Saintess now smiled when she looked at me.

“You bitch,” the commander spat.

“Don’t move. If you don’t follow orders, the next one goes in your head.”

A bullet couldn’t be deflected by spellcasting alone. 

To block one, you had to use indirect magic. 

I thought the commander would surrender at this point.

“Heh.”

“Drop the sword.”

“What if I say no?”

“Then I’ll make the other leg match.”

“Bluffing, are we? Weren’t you just saying you wouldn’t kill me—”

Bang!

A second bullet lodged in the commander’s other leg.

“Gaaaah!”

She dropped her sword and collapsed, grabbing at each of her legs in turn, her body convulsing. 

Blood gushed out, thick and red.

The Saintess kicked the fallen sword toward me. I picked it up, but it was Valkyrie who ultimately took possession of it.

“So even Sefiron can be claimed, huh?”

Valkyrie gave a satisfied grin, swinging the blade a few times.

In exchange for a crude spear and axe, she’d gained a modern military sword. 

Not just any sword, either—this was an artifact of the Seven Orders. 

The Supreme Commander’s Jindo, said to split seas and shatter mountains. 

For someone like Valkyrie, who excelled in spear and swordplay, it was a bargain.

“Damn it… To lose the blade gifted by His Excellency…”

“No matter how many stars are on your shoulders or how powerful your magic is, you’re still just one person. I hope you learn to read the room from now on.”

The Saintess shrugged.

Riyo brought over natural fiber rope and tied up the commander. 

She struggled several times, forcing Valkyrie to eventually pull out calipers from Riyo’s toolkit. 

That calmed her down.

Fishing was over for the day. 

We brought the commander back to base. 

While the Saintess performed first aid, Valkyrie and Riyo searched her body.

All they found was: hardtack, bubble gum, a few lollipops, an executioner’s warrant, an emergency kit with steroids and a blood transfusion kit.

And—

“A gun?”

The commander also had a revolver holstered at her hip.

“Why didn’t she use it?”

“Let me see that.”

Valkyrie handed me the gun. 

I joked, “You sure it’s wise to hand a weapon to the enemy?”

“If it’s you…” 

She said shyly.

I took the revolver and examined it. 

It was an old model. 

I checked the cylinder—and frowned.

“What is it?”

“Look at this.”

Only one bullet was loaded.

[Place your life in my hands. In return, I shall let you defy the fate that binds you.]

A sinister voice brushed across my mind.

Adora’s awareness slowly returned, like ice thawing.

“Kh…”

She couldn’t feel her legs.

Looking around, she realized she was indoors. 

A ceiling overhead, stone walls. 

She lay on a stone bed. 

Apparently, someone had built a house on this uninhabited island.

“You’re awake?”

Tiria sat beside her, speaking in the language of the Magic Nation. 

Adora flinched, ready to spring up—then froze.

“This is…?”

“I figured you’d try something. That’s why you’re tied up.”

Adora was dressed only in her shirt. 

Her uniform had been stripped away, save for the skirt. 


Her weapons were gone. 

Vines and natural fibers bound her arms and torso.

“It’s uncomfortable, but you’ll have to endure it.”

“My legs…”

“I treated them. Removed the bullets, disinfected the wounds. I even applied natural gauze. Give it time.”

“So you give the disease, and then the cure.”

“Couldn’t just kill you outright, could I?”

“You were ready to, though. Don’t act innocent.”

Tiria smirked, just faintly tugging at the corner of her mouth.

“You know why we kept you alive.”

“No idea.”

“The secret of this island.”

Her voice grew serious.

“After the naval battle at Tatankur, I received a message from Command. That the Magic Nation had created a hidden dimension here, and was conducting strange experiments. This archipelago is crawling with monsters.”

“Monsters? That’s news to me.”

“Of course you won’t confess so easily.”

Tiria knew how hard interrogation could be. 

Especially with Adora Giffold—one of the Seven Orders. 

The personal hounds of the Supreme Commander. 

They followed his every word. 

If he said ‘die,’ they’d die gladly.

“Just understand this: from this moment on, you’re a prisoner of the Holy Spirit Nation.”

“And you are?”

“Colonel Tiria Carsten.”

Adora fell silent. 

The name was well-known. 

It topped the Seven Orders’ blacklist.

The Saintess of the Holy Church.

The Supreme Commander had always said it—”The Church and those beastkin filth must be erased from this world. That is the only path to humanity’s new era. Religion is an opiate, and beasts are inferior.”

But Adora showed no hostility. 

Honestly, she didn’t care much for a ‘new era.’ 

She simply followed orders.

“Where are the others?”

“Out getting food. Because of you, I’m stuck here alone, you know?”

Tiria shook her pistol. 

The same one that had pierced Adora’s thigh. 

She’d never been shot before—it hurt more than she could have imagined.

“I don’t know how much classified intel you have, but right now, the only things we can see are monsters and hunger. Every single day, we have to find food.”

She glanced pointedly at her.

“And now we’ve got another mouth to feed.”

Adora gave a wry smile.

“Still, it seems you intend to feed your prisoners.”

“Doesn’t the Magic Nation?”

“Instead of food, they give us gas.”

Tiria frowned. 

It was a cheap jab.

“Trying to spar with me?”

“Not just a war of words. How about a real fight? Barehanded—I’m good at that.”

“So it was a provocation. Not worth entertaining.”

Tiria rose from her seat and settled by the campfire.

Adora flexed her hands, still bound behind her back.

A dull tingling sensation crept through her fingers—but it was bearable. 

At least, better than the feeling of her heart being wrung dry.

“……”

‘Maybe… since I’m considered a prisoner right now, this is acceptable?’

No. 

She couldn’t be sure yet.

A little while later, Erich and his group returned.

Not only had they caught a large haul of fish, but they had also hunted down a wild boar and two snakes. 

Along with that, they brought herbs and various berries.

“Great haul today!”

Riyo beamed as she began unpacking the spoils. 

She and Erich started skinning the animals. 

The meat was separated for consumption, while the hides were set aside for tanning. 

The organs, already cleaned, were packed into a stone bowl and sealed with grass.

The wild boar bore several large gashes. 

That hide’s worthless now, Adora thought absently, lost in her own reflections—until Rachel came up to her and whispered,

“Hey… your knife was sick.”

Adora blinked. 

She didn’t understand what the girl meant—and that somehow made it worse.

Tiria filled a stone pot with water and set it to boil.

Erich crushed rock salt to make seasoning.

Rachel chopped the vegetables and meat.

Meanwhile, Riyo tidied up the remains and grilled the fish.

Chhan.

Adora paused.

The scene before her—it looked like… a family cooking dinner.

The resulting meal was a rustic stew and grilled fish. 

The aroma was wonderful, warm and rich. 

Such a feast would be unimaginable on the frontlines of war.

Tiria and Riyo sat around the fire to eat. 

Rachel, wary of open flames, picked at her food beside Erich on a stone bed.

Adora couldn’t help but marvel.

‘How… how does this make sense?’

Sure, the three women were from the same country—that explained some of it.

But Erich Rohnstein… he blended into the picture too perfectly. 

As if he’d been born into the Holy Spirit Nation.

‘Look at that.’

“I offer this prayer to the Goddess and to Jeriem. Thank you for today’s blessings,” Tiria said solemnly.

Erich bowed his head and joined his hands in prayer.

A Holy Spirit Nation-style prayer.

And yet… he knew full well the faith viewed mages as absolute evil.

He didn’t seem forced—if anything, his presence made the saintess’s golden eyes shimmer with emotion.

Yellow, glowing eyes.

In Lumina’s bloodline, such color appeared when they felt deep joy or elation.

Sure, being stranded on an island together might require temporary alliances, even between enemies.

But this?

This was something more.

Even the word trust didn’t fully explain it.

Eyes filled with wonder.

Like a girl in love.

The same light sparkled in the eyes of the Valkyrie… and the fox beastkin.

“Hah.”

Adora let out a faint, scoffing laugh.

‘I think I’m starting to understand how these people are connected.’

Erich turned his head toward the sound.

“Are you hungry?” he asked.

“Not at all.”

“We were planning to serve you after we ate.”

“If we’re going by rank, shouldn’t I eat first? I’m the highest-ranking officer here.”

“Rank only matters if the person deserves the respect that comes with it.”

“How arrogant.”

“Wow. A general, and still a piece of junk.”

At the word junk, a vein popped on Adora’s forehead.

She had always been the model soldier—decorated, respected, an exemplar of military excellence.

And yet… here she was, being called worthless by a mere major.

“Forget it. I’m not eating.”

“Still… look at this. Doesn’t it remind you of the Einthoff stew? If you’re part of the Seven Knights, you should follow the Führer’s distribution policy, right?”

That stew—the one they were always served during monthly thanksgivings.

It looked so delicious.

Too delicious to resist.

She hadn’t had a proper meal since rushing here for the mission. 

Even the emergency rations—hardtack meant to last her—had been taken away.

Grrrrooooowl.

Her stomach was relentless.

“I owe Commander Giffold a great deal,” Erich said softly. 

“Forget the situation. Just eat.”

‘Ah… so this is how he wins them over.’

With that face and those gentle words.


She let out a hollow laugh and opened her mouth—

But then, suddenly—her heart throbbed.

A sharp pain seized her chest.

Something rose up her throat.

“Urk—!”

Adora coughed up blood.

It spilled out violently, staining the ground beneath her.
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Adora had suffered from heart disease as a child. 

It was the Supreme Commander—then a physician—who had saved her life.

She had lived, yes, but never again as a free woman.

“Kh—khaek!”

Blood spilled from her mouth in a smooth, laminar stream. 

She tried to stifle it, but her hands were tightly bound. 

Unable to stop it, Adora coughed up a ribbon of bright crimson.

“Haa… haa…”

It stopped—barely.

Could it be? 

Was this punishment… simply for feeling a fleeting sympathy toward the enemy?

“What the—what’s wrong with her?”

“Wait, wait a moment! Something’s not right!”

Tiria rushed forward, dropping the bowl in her hands. 

Holy light burst forth from her palms as she unleashed every ounce of healing power she could summon.

Adora couldn’t die—not yet. 

She was the only one who knew the island’s secrets.

She pressed her hand to Adora’s solar plexus. 

The woman groaned in pain.

“Nggh…”

“There’s a strange energy here…”

It was right where her heart should be.

“She must have had a chronic illness. Has it spread to her lungs? Her bronchial tubes are heavily damaged. The circulatory and respiratory systems… they’re being choked by mana I can’t identify.”

Even Tiria—trained in medicine—had never seen symptoms like these. 

Valkyrie and Riyo both turned grave.

The blood Adora coughed up was unnaturally dark, thick—closer to tar than blood.

“What is this disease…?”

“It might not be a disease at all.”

Erich stepped forward.

“Let me examine her.”

He laid Adora down gently and placed a hand over her sternum, tracing the space around her heart, sensing the flow of mana.

There was something. 

Faint. 

But present.

He needed to feel it more clearly.

“Excuse me.”

Without further ceremony, Erich pulled open Adora’s shirt. 

Smooth, pale skin was revealed—untouched, unblemished.

Adora was in no condition to feel shame. 

The pain was simply too overwhelming. 

She couldn’t even speak.

Erich’s fingers brushed over something.

Round. 

Lumpy.

Not a normal tumor—it pulsed with mana, soaked in it. 

And it beat in a rhythm out of sync with her heart, radiating a suffocating miasma.

[“Miyo.”]

[“Yes?”]

[“Remember what we talked about in class earlier?”]

Miyo nodded, already suspecting what it was.

Erich stood and spoke in an icy tone.

“This woman… has a binding curse placed on her heart.”

An Anti-Talisman.

A forbidden spell that seizes control of a victim’s organ—typically the heart or brain. 

One of the 101 Forbidden Spells classified by the Magic Nation, infamous for their inhumane cruelty.

Once afflicted, the victim becomes a slave until death.

To live as a slave was to live under the spellcaster’s will. 

Fail to think as they desired, and the organ would begin to crush itself.

In Adora’s case, her heart would have wrung itself out in agony.

“The caster harbors hostility toward both the Holy Spirit Church and the beastkin. Even if the subject—Adora—doesn’t want to act, the curse forces her to share that rage.”

“Then… she has no free will?”

“Not entirely.”

Erich revealed the revolver from Adora’s coat.

“Why else would a high-ranking officer carry an antique revolver—with only one bullet? It’s a tool for suicide. It means she’d rather die by her own hand… than let the curse kill her.”

That single bullet was proof of Adora’s will.

“This curse doesn’t cause pain as long as the victim obeys. It’s like an evolved version of the old slave marks—but even stronger.”

“Then what can we do?”

“For now, we should put her to sleep. Her internal injuries are too severe for her to eat anyway.”

Adora had already closed her eyes. Her breath rasped in shallow wheezes.

She couldn’t afford emotions.

Not now. If she felt anything unnecessary… the curse would crush her heart again.

“As long as she stays unconscious, she won’t be forced to disobey. She won’t cough blood. But this is just a stopgap.”

“Is there… no way to cure it?”

“I don’t know.”

“What about flooding her with divine healing magic?”

“That’s probably the best we can do… for now.”

Erich and Tiria put their heads together. 

Their discussion stretched into the night.

Adora had to survive—if there was to be any hope of escape.

Tiria taught what she knew of medicine; Erich explained the magical principles behind the curse.

Together, they filled in each other’s blind spots.

But one thing divided them—mana and Sefiron.

To Erich, they were two states of the same element.

To Tiria, they were entirely separate.

Mana was impure; Sefiron, pure.

Mana was flawed; Sefiron, perfect.

Her belief was rooted in the doctrines of the Holy Spirit Church.

But that same doctrine would hinder the treatment they had devised.

“If you treat mana and Sefiron as separate elements, I can’t control the mana properly. Worse, your spells and mine might conflict. Especially in micro-level applications—it’ll cause interference.”

To save a life… she would have to question even her faith.

Tiria hesitated.

As a saint.

As a believer.

Which came first?

A life… or the doctrine?

Once, she would have chosen the latter.

Blind.

Self-righteous.

Lost in fanaticism.

But not anymore.

“…Alright.”

To break doctrine, in order to save a soul—surely that was the path the goddess desired.

“I’ll follow your theory, Erich.”

And in that moment, Tiria chose to abandon her faith.

But in doing so, she took one step closer… to truly becoming a saint.

***

Crack!

The commander slammed her forehead into my face. 

She was fuming, rage seething in her eyes.

“Who the hell asked for your help?!”

I touched my lip—it stung. 

A warm trickle ran down.

Nosebleed.

“The Supreme Commander’s orders are absolute. I choose to follow them. Your help—yours and that pathetic saint from the garbage church—makes me sick.”

The General glared at me as if she wanted to kill me.

But she kept her emotions in check. It wasn’t hard to guess why.

“Hrk.”

She collapsed, clutching her chest in pain.

“Are you all right?”

“Touch me, and I’ll kill you.”

“General.”

“Even if you’re a prisoner, seeing someone suffer like this… as a fellow human being, it doesn’t sit right with me. If there’s even something small I can do to help, won’t you let me?”

“Hah.”

She scoffed at me.

“If you really care, then be loyal to your country, Major Rohnstein. Undo these bindings, bring me my uniform, and cooperate with me to subdue those women. Do that, and I might consider overlooking what happened yesterday.”

“I’m sorry, but I can’t do that.”


“Oh, so that’s how you want to play it?” 

She snapped. 

“Fine. The moment you return to the Mage Nation, it’s over for you. You’ll be branded a traitor who sided with the enemy. Prepare yourself.”

“Is that so?”

“Yes.”

“In that case, the Mage Nation is now my enemy too.”

The General’s face froze in disbelief.

She was probably wondering what sort of madness just came out of my mouth.

“A country that causes pain to someone like you—why would I keep calling that place home?”

“Have you lost your mind?”

“No. The one that’s lost its mind… is the Mage Nation. The more I think about it, the more I realize—things never added up.”

I could get the full story once I managed to save her.

That was part of the reason I was helping her at all.

“While surviving on that island, I came to understand something. Whether I had been a Valkyrie, a Saintess, or an Engineer—I would’ve acted the same in their position. They’re not inherently like that. The circumstances forced them to become who they are.”

“…What’s with the sudden philosophy?”

“You too, General. You don’t really want to treat me harshly, do you? You want to think freely, live freely. You’re doing all this because you have no choice. I get that.”

Blood burst from her lips, thick and red.

Cold sweat dripped down her face as she looked up at me, her eyes wild. 

Her body was soaked through.

“Shut up.”

“I’ll take that as agreement.”

“No, I said shut your damn—!”

There was no point in continuing this.

The pain in her chest would only worsen.

We could talk once the treatment was over.

Until then, I had no choice but to push forward.

I took out the vine rope Riyo had prepared.

“W-What are you doing? Let me go! Untie me!”

I forced the struggling General down, tying her tightly with the thick vines. 

That completed the preparations.

“Carsten.”

“I’m on it.”

The Saintess checked through the emergency medical kit the General had carried with her.

It held quite a few useful items—painkillers, a blood type tester, a portable transfusion kit, and more.

The General’s blood type was AB.

The Valkyrie and I were both type O, while the Saintess was type A.

“What about Riyo?”

“Riyo’s AB.”

“Then we’ll use her blood for the main transfusion. The rest of us will step in only in emergencies.”

The Valkyrie and Riyo pinned down the General as she thrashed.

Then the Saintess, with freshly washed hands, began peeling away the General’s clothing layer by layer.

The General’s resistance grew even fiercer.

“Stop! You lunatics—!! Give me my clothes back, now!!”

“There’s a necklace. I’ll set it aside.”


The Saintess handed the necklace to me.

And then Riyo caught a glimpse of it.

Her expression crumbled in an instant.

A silver ring engraved with eight inverted crosses.

It was the symbol of a heretic mage cult.

The very group that had inflicted unspeakable trauma on the fox sisters in their childhood.
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I thrust the necklace toward the General.

“Is this yours?”

“Well, I mean, it came out of my body, so yeah. Whose else would it be?”

“What’s the symbol?”

“Just a regular ornament.”

“Don’t lie. I know it means something.”

“It’s really just an ordinary necklace. Now hand it over. The Supreme Leader himself bestowed that artifact upon me. It’s wasted in the hands of someone like you.”

“No.”

When I refused, the General spat at me. 

We were close enough that it hit my face.

“Ugh.”

I scrubbed my face with my sleeve. 

A dark red stain smeared across my uniform. 

Seeing what the General had done, Valkyrie and Riyo pinned his arms down. 

The General didn’t even flinch.

I let out a soft chuckle.

“You’re laughing?”

“I must’ve looked too serious. Now that I’m smiling, you won’t be spitting anymore, right?”

“Ptuh.”

Again, I had to wipe my face.

“What a soft little thing. With that attitude, you think you can torture me?”

“Why would I torture someone who’s already being tortured?”

The General clicked her tongue.

“Don’t pretend you don’t know. You’ve figured it out by now, haven’t you?”

“Who’s to say?”

“Don’t play dumb. If you want answers, go ahead—torture me. Just so you know, I don’t talk easy. If you want something worthwhile, you’ll have to work for it.”

“Well then, let’s get right to it.”

And that was the end of our conversation.

I placed my hand over her chest. 

The General scoffed and growled in a low voice.

“You piece of trash.”

***

The Saint and I began preparations for the procedure. 

We took out a blood donation kit and inserted the needle into Riyo’s forearm. 

She winced—not from the pain, most likely.

Miyo spoke up.

“I don’t like her. She’s got a mark from one of those cultist mage groups. And the way she talks—feels like she looks down on beastkin. Do I really have to offer my blood to save someone like her?”

We didn’t bother saying things like “We need her for information,” or “She’ll change once the curse is lifted.” 

The fox sisters already knew all that.

Instead, I answered their doubts this way:

“Wouldn’t it be interesting if she’s still a bigot even after we save her?”

“Huh?”

“She’ll have survived thanks to the blood of the beastkin she hates.”

“Oh…”

The fox sisters’ eyes curved like crescent moons.

“Yeah… I wonder how she’ll react. Think she’ll keep acting shameless? That’d be boring. What if she stays hostile?”

“What, did you forget our promise?”

I patted Miyo’s head and added,

“I’m a First-Class Magician, remember? I promised to smash any cultist freaks flaunting those marks.”

“…Erich.”

Miyo glanced around, then whispered just to me:

“Let’s have a baby.”

“Don’t joke.”

The moment that line was spoken, the stones—yes, actual enchanted stones—began shouting.

“A! Ba! By! Ti! Me! Sex—!!”

“Don’t overreact, Kalon-senpai.”

“Overreact?! David, you dare call this an overreaction? How long do you plan on clinging to the Saint? It’s not too late—you can still join the fox sisters!”

“Clearly you’ve never heard of long-term investments, senpai. No wonder your stocks always tank.”

“Oh-ho! Dead men tell no tales, huh?”

“The Saint has both social standing and moral character. She’s perfect as Erich’s partner. Love can conquer religious barriers, after all.”

Good thing they were speaking in the language of the Magic Nation—no one else could understand.

At that thought, the Saint and I made eye contact.

Her irises were pink.

“…Ah.”

It was so familiar, I’d forgotten.

These stones…

Seriously. 

Next time, I’m sealing their mouths shut.

“Waaah! What do we do?! Another rival’s gonna show up at this rate!”

“Didn’t she say she’s from the Gifford family? I know that house—they’re a famous military clan in the Magic Nation. That girl’s a total noble.”

“What if she falls for him after we save her?”

“Don’t jinx it! Nothing’s decided yet. And even if there are a hundred girls chasing him, our Captain’s still the prettiest. Just one swing of those hips—like back when she rode dragons—and that magician’s toast.”

At least it was only David and Kalon spouting nonsense. 

Valkyrie’s crew seemed like normal people. 

Surely they wouldn’t joke at a time like this.

“Rachael, let’s just take that man.”

“Let’s make it official. Mark our territory.”

Anyway.

Now begins the attempt to remove the Anti-Talisman.


The Anti-Talisman is a forbidden curse with no known cure. 

At least, none that I know of.

But right now, we have the Saint of Purification on our side.

“Chain coming in.”

Divine Resonance—Chains of Purification.

A luminous ring formed of Sefiron pierced the General’s chest. 

It passed through cleanly. 

That was the first layer of protection—shielding the heart from the curse.

Next came the second layer:

Divine Eye—The Gaze of the Judge.

While the Chains of Purification passively protected the heart, the Gaze of the Judge actively targeted and eliminated anything threatening it.

While the Saint guarded the heart, I would locate and extract the “tumor.”

Within the Anti-Talisman, this tumor was called the “Amulet.”

It was a mass of condensed mana—a manifestation of cursed intent.

A mage like me could manipulate it and cut it out.

The Saint could also burn it with Sefiron, but that was risky. 

The Amulet was sentient. 

If exposed to purification, it would lash out violently—potentially triggering fatal shock.

“Defenses are all up.”

“Let’s begin.”

I placed my hand firmly on the General’s skin. 

She screamed, asking if I’d lost my mind, but Valkyrie quickly silenced her.

I focused on the area near his heart. 

I could sense faint traces of mana—unstable and distinct.

I held my breath and pressed deeper into the spot.

“Nngh!”

Something responded. 

It was lumpy, like touching a grape. 

When I lost concentration for just a moment, the presence vanished. 

It wasn’t part of his organs or bone.

“How is it?”

“I found it.”

“Really?”

“Yes. It’s buried deep.”

What a nasty piece of work.

“Can you remove it?”

“It’s pretty big. Must’ve been in there for years. It’ll take time to extract.”

Mana manipulation was my specialty. 

Even so, this process made my hands tremble. 

Any lapse in concentration could cause internal damage.

Stay calm. 

Don’t rush. 

Cut it out piece by piece.

“Guh!”

The General began coughing blood.

The Saint spoke, calm as ever.

“The precision of the Anti Talisman is too strong. It’s causing an immediate rejection.”

“We’re proceeding. Now.”

“What if she collapses from exhaustion?”

“We must at least carve out the tumor. If we stop now, it will adapt.”

Some Anti Talismans—ancient, magical constructs—absorbed external information and adjusted to their environment. 

If this was one of those, it would become far harder to deal with. 

What worked once might never work again.

“Gkhh—!”

The General twisted her head in agony. 

The amount of blood she expelled was beyond anything anyone had anticipated. 

Thick, dark blood dripped down the stone slab and pooled on the floor.

“We’re starting the transfusion.”

The Saintess, having decided it was now or never, gave the order to Riyo. 

The transfusion kit—one of the Magocracy’s most practical medical inventions—was designed to be used even by those with no medical training. 

Riyo’s blood began flowing into the General.

By that time, I had already begun tracking and shattering the amulet. 

If the General could just endure a little longer, we might be able to save her.

But then something unexpected happened.

“Everyone—look!”

The Valkyrie shouted, pointing toward the forest. 

We turned at the sound of irregular footsteps. 

Mushroom monsters—creatures with spores erupting from every surface—were shuffling toward us.

“…Now of all times?”

It wasn’t even night. We were being attacked in broad daylight.

First the bees vanished, now this. 

It seemed the island wasn’t home to just one kind of monster.

“I’ll go.”

The Valkyrie, who had been holding down the General, grabbed her sword and sprinted off. 

The Saintess was occupied maintaining her divine aura. 

I was still locked in the delicate process of removing the tumor. 

And Riyo couldn’t simply rip the needle from her arm and run.

I leaned in and whispered to the writhing General:

“Please, just hold on. I swear I’ll save you.”

Just a little longer. 

I’ll save you, no matter what.

No one had ever said something like that to Adora before.

In exchange for curing her congenital heart disease, Adora had become a puppet. 

If she begged for help, pleaded to be spared, or even said she wanted it all to stop—her heart would explode, thanks to an Anti Talisman.

At first, she thought everything had been taken from her.

Eventually, she told herself it was fine.

As long as she obeyed the Supreme General, she could live. 

Maybe not freely, but functionally. 

She was rising through the ranks, becoming more powerful, more skilled. 

The path to success lay open.

Her conscience had asked, Is this really okay? 

But every time it did, pain in her heart shut the question down.

And then—

Four lunatics stranded on a deserted island decided to help her by strapping her to a stone bed.

“Haa… haa… haa…!”

And now she was suffering beyond belief.

Her heart screamed under the strain of mana tumor extraction. 

Her circulatory system felt ready to burst. 

Every fiber of her being shrieked for mercy.

She truly thought she would die.

In truth, Adora was dying.

The pain in her chest was unbearable. 

Her body thrashed in reflex. 

She couldn’t tell what was happening around her anymore.

Still, she told herself it was okay.

She could survive.

All the hardship—if she could endure just this one last thing—it would all vanish. 

So she held on to hope.

Erich Rohnstein whispered to her. 

He encouraged her as he attempted to manipulate the mana down to the picometer scale.

Impossible.

Adora was a mage too. 

She knew how hard it was to fine-tune mana like that. 

Only top-tier spellcasters could even attempt it.

Worse yet, the Saintess’s Sefiron energy had mixed in. 

Manipulating mana in that state was exponentially harder.

Adora was certain—the odds of success were essentially zero.

In other words, they were doing something utterly foolish.

“Khh… grgh…”

She was going to die.

Why, she wondered, did these idiots insist on showing compassion beyond their means? 

Why go to such lengths?

Were they all fools? 

Would it really have been so bad to interrogate her to death?

If they wanted to be merciful, they should’ve just shot her in the head.

Erich and Tiria were also struggling. 

And Rachael, in the middle of it all, was alone outside, desperately holding back the mushroom monsters.

“Tch.”

The creatures were tough. Rachael still hadn’t fully adapted to her new sword. 

Designed for magi, it required delicate control using Sefiron energy, and her grip wavered.

She swung anyway. 

Every kill drained her more than it should have.

Back inside, Adora coughed up a fistful of blood and sneered.


“You bastards… I’m going to die because of you… Haa… haa… whatever, just leave me and go save that girl instead—”

“It’s done. I crushed it.”

“What?”

Adora stopped coughing blood.

Her heart—moments from failure—suddenly felt… light.
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Mana surged to crush the tumor.

The saint’s divine power wrapped around the heart to protect it.

Riyo’s blood, drawn in preparation for an emergency, pulsed with readiness.

The three forces aligned perfectly—mana, divinity, and sacrifice—working in harmony to destroy the tumor and save the small intestine.

“Did it work?”

“We’ll keep watching, just a little longer. We need to be sure.”

No one let their guard down. 

Until certainty settled in, we remained focused.

Even the possibility of a lingering trace of the tumor warranted thorough examination.

A human life was on the line—our nerves were sharp, unforgiving.

Perhaps it was because of that.

As I poured my entire being into the effort, a strange sensation overtook me—as though I had become one with the cosmos.

A state of transcendence, a brush against the mysteries of the universe.

Just as I thought I had reached the very edge of that realm, cold sweat trickled down my spine, and breath caught painfully in my chest.

“Huhhh.”

With a long exhale, I pulled my hand away.

Sweat beaded down my fingers in silent rivulets.

The major was breathing heavily.

Her eyes met mine, then slowly closed.

She must be exhausted. 

Let her rest—we’ll monitor her condition.

The saint, having finished her diagnosis, finally spoke.

“Thankfully, the bleeding has stopped. Mage, I’m sorry, but please go assist the lieutenant. We’ll take care of this woman.”

“Understood.”

There was no time to bask in the success of the operation.

The battlefield awaited.

I joined the Valkyrie, who was locked in a fierce struggle on the frontlines, and together we reformed our ranks.

As always—you at the vanguard, I at the rear.

“Damn, these things are tough!”

“Forget the head or chest. Aim for the limbs.”

When the Valkyrie severed a limb and brought the monsters down, I would fan the flames to finish them off.

When she cut through the front, I covered the flanks.

When she engaged up close,

I handled the long-range defense.

We moved in perfect synchronization, as if one body, one mind.

FWOOSH!

The monsters caught fire, releasing a foul stench as they writhed.

Their numbers were dwindling.

BOOM!

The last beast was dismembered by the Valkyrie’s blade.

I threw the remaining firestone and waited for ignition.

Crackle, snap.

The blackened corpse crumbled.

I ground the remaining spores under my boot like mashed potatoes served by elves.

“That was the last of them?”

“Yeah, it’s over.”

“That was a tough one.”

The Valkyrie and I clapped our hands together.

But the moment passed too quickly— the world tilted sideways and I stumbled, dizzy.

“Ugh…”

“Okay!”

The Valkyrie caught me as I swayed.

“You alright?”

“I feel like I’m dying.”

“Don’t joke like that, idiot. If you die, I’ll kill you myself.”

It wasn’t anything serious—just mana exhaustion.

I’d burned through most of it earlier when treating the major, adjusting it delicately.

That, along with the intense concentration, had drained me completely.

I was dead tired.

No more magic today.

“How’s the General?”

“Completely asleep. She took a bullet, lost a lot of blood. We’ll let her rest and monitor her for a few days.”

There was nothing more we could do.

Now we wait for General Adora to wake up.

It hit me again— she was from the Mage Nation.

If anyone could communicate effectively with her, it would be me—not the saint, not the other female soldiers.

Less hostility, more insight.

For that reason, I volunteered to tend to her recovery.

“You’re sure about this?”

“Only help during emergencies. I’ll handle the rest. Thank you all for your hard work.”

Even the saint was showing signs of divine exhaustion—proof of how powerful the binding curse had been.

Riyo needed rest after donating blood. 

The Valkyrie, surprisingly, was still functioning—but she was on night watch.

So, really, who else was left?

“Ah… this isn’t good…”

“Did you say something?”

“Just muttering about not feeling great. Sorry, Mage. I should get some rest too.”

The saint narrowed her eyes and walked toward the campfire.

She said she’d rest, but it looked like she was about to make dinner.

As I watched her, I noticed something strange— her irises shimmered green.

Green, for Lumina, meant jealousy.

Confusing.

Jealousy?

From the saint?

Now? 

Of all times?

What could she possibly be jealous of?

While I was puzzling over it, David approached.

“Senior… I think you already have an idea. The saint… she has feelings for you.”

“What… no, wait. So?”

“The curse on General Gifford had no known cure until now. If it turns out you were the one who solved it… she’ll definitely fall for you.”

“Who? The major?”

“Yes.”

I glared at David.

“Do you even hear yourself?”

“With your face—no, your mug—no, your head—no, your face—it’s entirely possible.”

“I’ll probably get a thank you. But fall in love? Because I cured her? If that’s true, ER doctors must all be Casanovas.”

“Well, at least we’ve confirmed you do have playboy tendencies.”

David twerked as he retreated, then popped back just to say,“Rooting for you and the saint. Best outcome, really.”

“Hey!”

I let out an incredulous laugh.


***

Hours passed as I kept watch by the major’s side.

By the time night deepened, she finally stirred.

“Where am I?”

“Deserted island.”

Our eyes met.

She narrowed hers.

Then sighed.

“Damn it. It wasn’t a dream.”

“Do you remember what happened?”

“…Ah. Right. You. You and your friends tied me down and did weird things.”

“We were breaking the geas placed on you, General Gifford. Were you aware of the forbidden spell called Anti-Talisman?”

She fell silent.

Her hand moved to her abdomen, gently probing.

Checking her own condition.

I said nothing.

Just waited.

No need to rush her.

The General’s trembling brows twitched faintly. 

Then, her pupils slowly widened.

“You’re not… suffocating anymore?”

“The curse has been lifted.”

“That’s impossible. How?”

“I used the Saintess’s divine power to protect your heart, then used my mana to locate and remove the tumor. You were coughing up too much blood, so midway through… I also transfused blood from a fox beastkin friend.”

After saying all that, I added just one final sentence.

“You’ve endured well until now.”

“Ha… haha. Ahaha…”

The director laughed weakly, her voice devoid of emotion and thick with disbelief.

“This… this must be a dream. It can’t be real. I’ve suffered for over ten years since childhood. They said there was no cure, no one even noticed… And now what? I’m better overnight? Does that even make sense?”

“General.”

“This is a dream. A damned vivid one! Don’t give me hope like this, please! I’ve already made peace with it!”

She grabbed me by the collar, her voice rising in panic. 

The Valkyrie on guard tensed, and so did the Saintess and the fox sisters. 

Just as the three soldier women began to rise, I raised a hand to stop them.

I responded quietly to the director’s next words.

“What was your name again?”

“Erich Rohnstein.”

“This is definitely a dream, right?”

“Yes, it probably is.”

“What kind of dream is it?”

“A ridiculous one. You, General, are stationed on a deserted island, meet me and some enemy nation’s female soldiers, receive help, and are freed from the Führer’s curse.”

“…Right. Ridiculous. Definitely a dream.”

At last, the director’s voice calmed. 

She let out a long sigh and whispered.

“You really broke the curse on me?”

“Yes.”

“Then… can I say anything here now?”

“Absolutely. Whatever you say, your heart won’t seize or explode. You’re safe now.”

“Then…”

With that, the director leaned forward—

Smooch.

A sound like bleach fizzing through my brain echoed in my ears.

I blinked and touched my lips dumbly. Warmth lingered. 

A sweet scent of strawberries tickled my nose.

“Thank you.”

Bound at the wrists, she leaned against me, surrendering her weight.

“Well, it’s a dream, so it’s fine, right? Not like it’s a crime. You’ve been my type since I first saw you. So… just let me stay like this for a while.”

She rubbed her face into me, burrowing for several long moments.

That was the first wave of awkwardness.

The second hit me a moment later, when I noticed the expressions around us.

The Valkyrie, the Saintess, and the fox sisters were all staring at us with the expression of patriots watching their homeland burn.

“…Excuse me?”

“…Yeah. Got it.”

The director sighed and pulled away, lying back and closing her eyes.

“It’s time to wake up from this dream. I know.”

Her lips curled into a soft smile. 

But even as she smiled, tears leaked from her tightly shut eyes.

“Goodbye.”

Adora Giffold bid farewell to the dream world.

That was the only moment of kindness and sincerity she showed that day. 

Tomorrow, she’d surely return to being a villain.

But that didn’t matter. 

What mattered was this: the curse on the director had indeed been lifted.

Soon, she would realize this was no dream.

It should’ve been a moment filled with hope and promise.

But I couldn’t bring myself to enjoy it.

“Smooch.”

“…”

“Hmm.”

“Grrr…”

The female soldiers of the Holy Nation, who had just witnessed this intimate scene, began to react.

Like predators closing in on prey, the three of them narrowed the circle around me. 

I had never felt such a chilling cold in my life. 

It felt like my soul had turned into a slowly freezing watermelon under a winter frost.

“What… was that just now?”

“Please tell me I didn’t see that.”

“Should we just kill her after all?”

Each woman delivered her line with a frosty stare. 

Four stone-faced girls muttered disapprovingly in the background like a chorus of dismayed onlookers.

“This won’t do.”

“Erich, that woman’s clearly dangerous. From tomorrow, I’ll be the one taking care of you. You go do something else.”

“Returning kindness with betrayal? Give me my blood back!”

At that moment, I realized something with certainty:

These three female soldiers harbored emotions toward me that went well beyond simple trust.

***

The next day.

“…It wasn’t a dream?”

“If you don’t believe me, try saying something nasty about the Führer.”

“…Wil—Wilhelm. That fucking bastard.”


CRACK.

The General snapped her restraints herself.

“Oh my god. Just how angry were you all this time that your face is turning red?”

A tiny golem twerked past us and muttered casually.

That day, I had to repair David’s body five times.
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It was not like any other day.

The usual morning greeting from the Saint—asking if I had slept well—was absent. 

The noisy chatter of the fox sisters, who normally asked what I planned to make today, was gone. 

Even the Valkyrie, who often wore a peculiarly relaxed expression, was nowhere to be seen.

Silence. 

Even before a monster attack, it had never been this quiet.

The only sound cutting through the awkward stillness was that of bubblegum popping.

Shhhlick.

Pop.

The General snapped her gum and licked her lips, folding her arms as she looked back and forth between me and the Holy Spirit Kingdom’s female soldiers. 

The slow, wet sound of chewing echoed for a while.

I don’t know how much time passed before the General finally broke the silence.

“Lieutenant Rohnstein.”

“Yes, General.”

“Give a full report of everything that happened on the island. Leave nothing out.”

I recounted everything I could remember—the circumstances of how we met the enemy nation’s female soldiers, the existence of the strange living stones—every detail. 

The General simply nodded, expressionless.

“Well. Nothing particularly surprising.”

She rested her chin on her hand and fell silent again, her eyes scanning us. 

The three soldiers beside me looked visibly tense.

“She’s dangerous,” the Saint whispered.

“Keep your distance. Nothing good comes from getting too close.”

“But, Carsten…”

“Yes, Erich?”

“We need her cooperation. If we’re going to learn anything about this uninhabited island, we have to build some rapport.”

“I can handle getting close.”

“That may be difficult.”

“Why?”

“The Giffold family is a long-standing atheist lineage from the Magic Kingdom. Forming any personal bond will be… challenging.”

“A famous family?”

“Yes. A prestigious house that has produced generals for four generations.”

It was then that the General stirred for the first time. 

She began pressing her sternum with her hand. 

A light cough. 

A muttered curse under her breath.

“…It doesn’t hurt anymore.”

She raised her head. 

Wiping her face with her sleeve, she looked straight at me. 

Her eyes glittered faintly, like stars in the night sky.

“So you’re the one who removed my seal, Lieutenant Rohnstein?”

“Yes, but I didn’t do it alone.”

If it hadn’t been for the Saint and Riyo, the General would’ve died. 

The Valkyrie had helped too—her protection from the monsters had allowed me to reach her in time.

“And everything from last night… wasn’t a dream?”

“No, ma’am.”

“Even… the part where I… kissed you… that actually happened?”

“…Pardon?”

“I asked whether I made any unnecessary physical contact with you beyond official duties. If my memory serves, I definitely kissed you last night.”

The General chewed her gum again, the sticky sound cutting through the silence. A faint blush tinged her cheeks.

“I must’ve lost my mind.”

“General, I… I’m sorry.”

“What?”

She blinked in surprise.

“What are you apologizing for?”

“I was so exhausted… I don’t remember anything from that night.”

“What did you say?”

“I had completely drained my mana. I was barely conscious. I only remember breaking the seal. You told me what happened afterward, but… nothing comes to mind.”

The General’s expression went slack with disbelief.

Well, to be honest, it was a smooth, practiced lie. 

I figured she’d catch on. 

A woman of her rank wouldn’t miss something like that.

But it was all for her sake. She was clearly embarrassed.

“Really?”

“Yes.”

So I subtly suggested we pretend it never happened. 

That had worked before—when I accidentally saw the Saint naked. 

Hopefully, it would work here too. 

As long as the General gave me that unspoken approval, everything could pass quietly. 

The Holy Spirit Kingdom’s soldiers still looked at me with suspicion, but that couldn’t be helped.

There was just one thing I hadn’t considered.

“Lieutenant Rohnstein.”

“Yes, General?”

“I hate lies more than anything in this world.”

The realization hit me then: she was far more upright than I had assumed.

“You helped me break the seal. I owe you my life, yet I disrespected you. I can’t let that go unacknowledged. So be honest with me. Do you truly not remember anything from last night?”

“No. I don’t.”

“That’s an order.”

“…I really don’t remember.”

“Would you still say that if I asked under oath, on your honor and by Zeraem’s covenant?”

That was when I knew she wouldn’t let it go.


I sighed, heavily, and finally opened my mouth.

“I’m sorry. Your memory is correct.”

She didn’t ask, ‘Why did you lie?’

She just looked like someone resigned to a truth they had already suspected.

“My father used to speak of you,” she said. 

“Said you were kind enough to give your own vacation days to the troops. That you were an honest and generous mage.”

She hesitated before continuing, scratching the side of her head as she glanced at me.

“It’s strange, hearing someone talk about you like that when you’ve never met. I was just as surprised. When my father first mentioned you, I thought you were some mythical hero invented for propaganda.”

She smiled faintly.

“But I see now—that wasn’t the case.”

“You flatter me.”

“Just stating the truth.”

I was halfway zoning out when she suddenly leaned in. 

I startled at the unexpected closeness.

“General, your… your face is…”

“Oh, sorry. Too close?”

She dug around in her pocket and held something out to me.

“Want some gum?”

“Yes. I used to chew it often when I was tired.”

“I feel the same. It’s a much better hobby than smoking, don’t you think? For the record, that one gum stick costs five thousand Matark. I’m giving it to you as a token of apology—and thanks. So don’t go sharing it with some other girl. Chew it alone.”

What the hell kind of gum costs that much?

I carefully unwrapped the gum. 

Under the label, “Oing Oing Bubble”, a miniature mana circuit was neatly embedded. 

Suddenly, the price didn’t seem so ridiculous.

“If you channel mana into it, letters will appear on the wrapper,” the commander explained. 

“It reads your mana state and gives you a fortune for the day.”

She pulled out a few wrappers to show me her past fortunes:

‘It’s a day where everything will go smoothly if you simply follow your superior’s orders.’

‘To achieve something great, you’ll need to endure a little discomfort today.’

‘Just another normal day. Let’s do our best as usual!’

They looked like standard fortunes at first glance—but they had an eerie knack for getting straight to the heart of the matter.

“Well? Don’t they fit the situations I was in perfectly?” 

She asked with a dry smile.

“You’ve been using these to ask for help all along, haven’t you?”

“No one ever noticed, though.”

There was a laugh in her voice, but I sensed resignation in it too—like someone who had long since made peace with being ignored.

“You’re the first and probably the last,” she added. “To catch on right away like that. How did you see through the curse placed on me?”

“…I just saw it.”

She chuckled at that, as if amused by my absurd claim. 

But I wasn’t joking. 

That was the one thing I wasn’t lying about. 

I really could see it. 

So I said what I saw.

“General,” I continued. “I heard you’re a certified First-Class Mage?”

“I am.”

“And a doctorate holder?”

“Earned it before I enlisted.”

“That’s an uncommon career path… Aren’t you going to chew the gum?”

“I am. I’ll try it now.”

I slipped the gum into my mouth and bit down.

Strawberry. The same scent that lingered in my nose and mouth the night before returned, intact and vivid.

“How’s it taste?”

“Good. I never knew artificial flavoring could be this delightful.”

“Same here. I chew one every day, but thanks to you, it feels different today. Did you check your fortune?”

At her prompting, I channeled mana into the wrapper. Fluorescence bloomed across the inside, slowly forming a sentence:

‘It’s a day when you’ll meet someone new. It’s a good connection, but don’t rush. You’re still getting to know each other.’

The commander glanced at my fortune and gave a knowing smirk.

***

Our unit took a break for the time being. 

Adora’s gunshot wound hadn’t fully healed, and she was severely weakened from all the blood she’d been coughing up.

The female soldiers of the Holy Spirit Kingdom demanded the truth about the island from Adora. 

She began by revealing a few key details.

“You were right. This island is inside an alternate-dimensional barrier created by the Magic Kingdom.”

“I knew it…”

“I was under orders when I came here—to capture any Holy Spirit Kingdom citizens on the island and offer them to something called the Grand Altar.”

“The Grand Altar? Where is that?”

“There should be a map among the things you confiscated.”

Tiria examined the map and frowned deeply.

“What is the Grand Altar? Why are they taking our people prisoner? Is this part of some larger scheme?”

“Probably.”

“You don’t know?”

“All the heads of the Seven Orders hold the rank of General. As a Two-Star, I only know what Two-Stars are told. The only thing I can say for certain is that our country is making a terrible mistake.”

“There are rumors that the Magic Kingdom has allied with the Demon King’s army. What about that?”

“Well, that might be true too.”

The fog was beginning to lift, one question answered at a time—but each answer led to more uncertainties. Secrets twisted around each other like tangled roots. Tiria let out a low sigh.

Meanwhile, Adora silently reviewed the names and characteristics of the three women around her.

“Tiria Carsten—the so-called Saint of Purification. Next to her is the Valkyrie, Rachel Brokenheart, also known as ‘Black Cat.’ And the fox beastwoman from the Holy Engineering Corps…”

All three women watched Adora with cold, unwavering eyes.

Adora couldn’t blame them. 

She was a general. 

A member of the Seven Orders.

And though it wasn’t her choice, she was affiliated with the Eighth Flame Society.

If the Magic Kingdom lost this war, she’d surely end up on the war criminal list.


It was a bitter thought. But not entirely terrible. Above all, she was finally free of her curse. What came next—that was up to her.

Chewing her gum, Adora channeled mana into a freshly opened wrapper. When her fortune appeared, she smiled—clear and pure, like morning dew.

‘It’s a day when you’ll meet someone new. It’s a good connection, but don’t rush. You’re still getting to know each other.’

She folded the wrapper carefully and tucked it into the front pocket of her uniform.

The heart of a girl who had been frozen for so long… began to beat again.
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Late Night.

Adora sat in the darkness, her thoughts drifting back to the events of the day.

After countless years, she had finally broken free from the curse that had haunted her. 

True freedom at last. 

And with it, she had met a remarkable man—Erich Rohnstein. 

He was the first man to ever truly catch her interest.

She recalled something her father, Tetmon Giffold, had once said.

“That man is widely respected, even among other units. When the war ends, perhaps you should consider meeting him properly.”

Back then, burdened by the curse, Adora had no time for such thoughts. 

But now, everything felt different.

A small, tearful smile crept onto her lips as she curled up in the corner of the cold stone bed.

Once she escaped this forsaken island, the long hardship would finally be over.

This island, however, was no ordinary place. 

She knew exactly what it was—a labyrinthine, man-made demon realm, filled with dangers beyond imagination. 

Even as a first-class combat mage, it would be impossible to survive alone. 

She would need the help of the soldiers from the Holy Spirit Kingdom.

The Next Morning.

After wiping away the dried tear stains on her cheeks with a quick, cat-like wash, Adora looked directly at the faces of the enemy female soldiers before her. She bowed her head.

“I apologize for my rudeness the other day.”

Her apology was met with mixed reactions. Rachael scowled, Riyo crossed her arms and snorted, and Tiria’s eyes flashed strangely—her pupils shifting between red and green, a sight that would unsettle even a seasoned mage.

“We still don’t trust you,” one of them said.

“Fair enough,” Adora replied calmly. 

“It’s still early for that.”

“We’re just checking the traps and gathering some firewood. We’ll be back soon, so don’t try anything foolish.”

The three women disappeared into the dense forest, their steps quick and synchronized, leaving Adora alone with Erich.

“Hmm.” 

She crossed her arms, considering the situation. 

Trust took time, and she would have to earn it slowly. 

But still… how could she prove she wasn’t just some dangerous mage with a questionable past?

After a moment’s thought, she turned to Erich.

“Lieutenant, I’d like you to assist me for the time being.”

“Of course,” he replied, his tone steady. “

I had planned to act as a bridge between you and the Holy Spirit Kingdom soldiers anyway.”

Adora smiled, adjusting her uniform cap. 

Her eyes flicked over him, assessing his worn appearance.

“Now that I look at you properly, you’re looking quite… worse for wear.”

“It’s not that bad,” Erich replied, though the deep lines of exhaustion and grime clinging to his torn uniform said otherwise. 

His hair was long and unkempt, his beard scraggly. 

He hardly looked like a first-class mage.

“Well… you’re still handsome.”

“Pardon?”

“I said, forget it if you didn’t hear me the first time.”

After a brief pause, Adora continued, her tone more direct.

“Are you planning to wash up soon?”

“Yes,” he replied, glancing toward the nearby stream. 

“I was thinking of washing my face and freshening up a bit before the others return.”

“Teeth too?”

“I use a mixture of tree bark, salt, and a few herbs. It’s cumbersome, but better than letting my teeth rot.”

Adora gave a small, approving nod. 

“Surviving quite well, I see. Did the Saintess help you mix those herbs?”

“Yes,” he replied, a hint of fondness slipping into his voice. 

“She’s a skilled healer and apothecary. Her divine power is also the only reason my heart still beats.”

Adora folded her arms, considering this. 

“I’ll thank her properly later. But for now, Lieutenant…”

“Yes, ma’am?”

“Your hair and beard… they’re a mess.”

“It’s not a priority. I’ve been trimming it as best I can with sharp stones and belt buckles, but…”

“I’ll handle it.”

Adora caught the subtle ripple of surprise in his eyes, his usually steady gaze briefly shaken.

“That won’t be necessary. I can manage on my own.”

“Nonsense. Maintaining one’s dignity is a basic principle for a mage of the Empire. How can you hope to start your day with discipline if you can’t even keep your hair in order?”

He hesitated, his shoulders stiffening. “But, ma’am, I—”

“Enough.” 

She gave a small, dismissive wave. 

Her eyes drifted to the knife at his belt.

“That’s a carbon steel knife, isn’t it?”

“Yes, it is.”

“Lend it to me for a moment. I’ll make you look presentable.”

“Are you… offering to act as my barber?”

She snorted. 

“Who else here is better qualified? I outrank you, and there are no other Empire soldiers around to take up the task.”

Before he could argue further, two small, shuffling figures emerged from the underbrush, their short, stout forms unmistakable.

“Hold up a minute!”

Adora and Erich turned, watching as two tiny golems waddled toward them, sharp pebbles clutched in their stubby hands.

It was David Kanihi and Johannes Kalon, once officers of the Empire, now reduced to enchanted stone servitors.

“Did you forget about us?” 

One of them chimed.

“We’re Empire soldiers too!” the other added, their voices high-pitched and oddly cheerful.

“We’ll handle the haircut,” one of them declared, proudly brandishing a razor-sharp rock.


Adora sighed, rubbing her temple. 

“Fine. Consider this part of your continued service. Think of it as an extension of yesterday’s gratitude.”

Erich bowed his head, his shoulders trembling slightly. 

Adora frowned, unsure whether it was out of fear or something else.

Was her rank making him uneasy?

No, that didn’t seem right. 

She had seen his unwavering resolve on their first encounter, when he declared he would turn his blade on her if she ever betrayed the Empire.

He wasn’t the type to shrink from authority.

It wasn’t until they reached the stream, with Erich reluctantly removing his torn jacket, that the realization hit her.

‘Oh.’

She bit back a laugh, a pink bubble of gum popping noisily between her lips. 

The sticky, rubbery mess clung to her cheek, and she hastily peeled it away.

“Lieutenant.”

“Yes?”

“Strip.”

Adora came from a long line of soldiers, a family with a history steeped in martial tradition. 

From a young age, she had been taught the ways of the blade, her hands long accustomed to the feel of a knife. 

Handling a dagger was second nature by now.

“Let’s take this chance to bathe as well. Any objections?”

“N-No, none at all.”

“It’s for efficiency, so I trust you’ll understand.”

The haircut and shave were swift. 

For a brief moment, Adora found herself frozen, catching a glimpse of Erich’s face as she worked. 

She nervously snapped her chewing gum several times before quickly returning to her task, avoiding his gaze.

“Good,” Erich said, inspecting his reflection.

His hair was now neatly trimmed, and his jawline clean and sharp. 

Adora, visibly pleased with her work, rinsed the blade with a satisfied smile.

“You look like a new man. A real intellectual now.”

“Thank you.”

They quickly finished their bath, dressing afterward. 

It felt refreshing, their first real wash in three days, even if bathing outdoors had been a bit embarrassing.

Adora was disciplined. 

She knew how to restrain her emotions—had been practicing it for years. 

By now, it was second nature.

As they made their way back to base, a sudden noise interrupted their steady march.

Thud.

The sound of a basket hitting the ground came from ahead.

“Y-You two! Where have you been?”

It was Tiria and her group. 

Her eyes, normally a bright blue, had shifted to a startled orange—a clear sign of her shock. 

The Valkyrie and the fox beastwoman trailing behind her wore similar expressions.

“Don’t tell me… you were at the river?”

“Yes, to wash up.”

“Together?”

“Is that a problem?”

Adora’s question was genuine, her head tilting slightly in confusion. 

Tiria’s response came out as a near shriek.

“Of course it’s a problem! You bathed together?! Are you insane?”

“My eardrums might burst,” Adora muttered, popping her gum with a deliberate snap as she placed a hand on her hip. 

She genuinely didn’t understand the issue.

“The Magocracy values efficiency. In special circumstances like this, every minute counts. There’s no regulation in the military code that prohibits men and women from bathing together.”

She glanced down at her own legs as she continued.

“Besides, I took a bullet wound. I can barely walk. Until I’m fully healed, I’ve arranged for Lieutenant Rohnstein to assist me. He agreed. I plan to stick close to him for the time being.”

“W-What? Who decided that?”

“I did.”

“You’re not even embarrassed? You just met him! If you need support, why not let us know?”

Adora raised an eyebrow, clearly unconvinced.

“Aren’t followers of the Holy Order usually wary of mages like me?”

“That’s… not true,” Tiria shot back, her tone indignant.

Adora let out a quiet, disbelieving chuckle.

“Oh? Since when? The Holy Order has always been rigid, especially when it comes to mages. People don’t just change their values overnight.”

“And who are you to say what my values are? Do you think you can read my mind?”

Adora hesitated, then shrugged.

“Fair enough.”

She decided to drop the matter, aware that pushing it further might undermine her fragile attempt at building trust. 

After all, she was still the outsider here—more a potential enemy or captive than a true ally.

As they continued back toward camp, Adora leaned against Erich for support, her steps unsteady.

“Oh, by the way, Lieutenant, take a look. I cut your hair and shaved you myself. Pretty impressive, right?”

She said it with a touch of pride, clearly expecting some praise. 

Instead, the three women behind them stiffened, their expressions growing even colder.

Why?

Adora, oblivious to the reason, didn’t press further. 

Erich, on the other hand, had an inkling. 

Later that night, as he lay with his eyes closed, pretending to sleep, he overheard the hushed whispers of the Holy Order soldiers.

“That woman’s going to throw everything off balance.”

“Erich probably prefers someone from his own country.”

“Should we form a temporary alliance to deal with this?”

He couldn’t quite make out all their words, but the tone and atmosphere made their meaning clear.

If they truly harbored more than just friendly feelings toward him…

It wasn’t because Adora was a high-ranking enemy officer or a member of a heretical mage order.


“…Is it me?”

Sensing the oncoming storm, Erich quietly reached into his pack, pulling out a piece of gum. 

He murmured a brief incantation as he slipped the stick into its foil wrapper, imbuing it with a faint, protective glow.

The wrapper read:

[Today is a day to be cautious in your relationships. Good luck!]
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Whispers and Wagers

“Be careful with human relationships.”

What a painfully obvious thing to say. 

Of course human relationships require caution—everyone knows that. 

This is exactly why I never take fortune-telling too seriously.

“Huh?”

“Did something just… glow?”

It seemed one of them had noticed the faint light seeping from the words. 

Sharp eyes, considering how dim it had been. 

I crumpled the gum wrapper in my hand and squeezed my eyes shut.

“Erich, are you asleep?”

Feigning sleep.

“Maybe I just imagined it.”

“Could it have been a tropical firefly or something?”

The soldiers shuffled around me, their movements amplified by my closed eyes.

I could hear them murmuring in low voices.

“The Giffolds are a well-regarded family in the Mage Nation. Once the war ends, they might find some excuse to take Erich back.”

“Can’t we bring him to the Holy Kingdom instead?”

“Not unless we take him as a prisoner. He’s from the Mage Nation. Why would he leave his home to follow us?”

What were they whispering about at this hour?

Even I, someone often accused of being oblivious to such things, had begun to notice a peculiar shift lately. 

My relationship with the Valkyrie, the Saintess, and the Fox Sisters… the atmosphere with the Holy Kingdom’s female soldiers had grown unexpectedly warm.

Somehow, instinctively, I was beginning to understand. 

The enemy soldiers around me might see me as more than just a comrade.

[“You’re incredibly dense, you know that?”]

[“Seriously. We’ve been debating who you’ll end up with for ages now.”]

[“Don’t be too harsh. He’s been a lone wolf for so long. It’s only natural he’d be cautious.”]

[“True. At least he’s not like those men who think every small gesture means someone’s in love with them.”]

[“Then again, with his specs, it’s a miracle he’s still single…”]

The stones chattered in my head, their voices cutting across friend and foe alike. 

It was enough to make my mind spin.

[“So, Magician Rohnstein, is there anyone you’re interested in?”]

[“The Saintess is the best choice.”]

[“No, no, Fox! Fox! Fox!”]

[“Hey, what about Rachael? Are you going to forget the woman who shared fish bones with you when you were on the brink of death?”]

Their voices nearly drove me to the brink of madness.

The truth was, being the object of affection for multiple beautiful women wasn’t a bad thing. I was still a man, after all. 

With the right atmosphere, I might even be able to respond to the Saintess or the Fox Sisters’ confessions.

The Valkyrie, though… she was different. 

She had been the one I relied on the most, yet paradoxically, she was the one I feared growing close to.

[“Ah.”]

[“Really? Is this how it is?”]

[“Alright, one down. Nice knowing you, Daisy. Olivia. Good luck next time.”]

And yet, she remained the one I couldn’t ignore. 

Despite the bitter hatred that once burned between us, we had still fought to keep each other alive.

The feelings I held for the Valkyrie… they were too tangled and complex to be called mere love-hate.

[“Hey, Senior?”]

[“Look at this guy, actually thinking about it.”]

[“Oh.”]

[“Well, at least I still have a chance, right?”]

That didn’t mean my bonds with the Saintess or the Fox Sisters were any less meaningful. 

Without them, I would have become a nameless skeleton long ago.

[“Oh, this is bad. Very, very bad.”]

[“Are you seriously about to walk this thorny path?”]

[“Did you forget today’s fortune? Be careful with your relationships.”]

[“Right, right. Or you’ll end up getting stabbed in the back.”]

These stones… can’t I even have a moment to think?

It didn’t matter. 

Until I escaped this forsaken island, any romantic decision would be premature. 

My survival had to come first.

[“For someone who claims to prioritize self-preservation, you sure do risky things.”]

[“That’s just how he is. A good guy at heart, but sometimes he takes the most dangerous route.”]

Just then, a familiar voice tickled my ear.

“Lieutenant Rohnstein.”

It was Adora Giffold.

“Why aren’t you asleep?”

The stones’ voices were still echoing in my mind, their whispers unrelenting.

“I can hear the stones too, you know.”

Ah.

That’s right. The stones communicated through mana whispers. 

Anyone with even a hint of mana manipulation could hear their words. 

And Adora Giffold was a first-class mage, just like me.

“Of course.”

She nodded, as if she understood everything. 

Without another word, she reached over and placed something in my hand.

A gum wrapper.

As she turned away, I unfolded it to read the fortune printed inside:

“Today is a day of new connections and promising momentum. Good luck!”

Whether it was good luck or bad, the spore monsters appeared again at dawn. 

The composition was similar to yesterday—likely another scouting party from one of the other leaders on the island.

“Perfect timing,” the General muttered, flicking her fingers at the Valkyrie.

“Give me Jindo.”

“…This?” 

The Valkyrie hesitated.

“I don’t like repeating myself.”

Conflict shimmered in the Valkyrie’s eyes. 

She clearly didn’t trust the woman standing before her…

…or so it seemed. 

But her actions were swift. 

With a faint smile directed at me, the Valkyrie handed the sword over to the General.

[“Reside within.”]

With practiced ease, the General channeled her mana into Jindo. 

While her mana manipulation didn’t quite match my level, it was on par with that of a first-class mage—and her sheer mana reserves were overwhelming.

[‘Impressive, right from the start.’]

[‘She wasn’t showing her full strength yesterday.’]

Of course not. 

It takes control to subdue an opponent without going too far. 

But now, Commander Adora was unsheathing her blade with the full intent to annihilate the monsters ahead.

Drip. 

Drip.

Oversaturated mana coursed down the blade, flowing like liquid. 


She adjusted the angle of the blackened sword, then lowered into a ready stance.

“Grrrr…”

“Screech, kreeeek.”

There were quite a few monsters. 

Taking them all out at once wouldn’t be easy. 

I prepared for battle just in case, as did the Valkyrie and Riyo.

These mushroom creatures had one major weakness: fire. 

Failing that, severing their limbs would do the trick. 

I was planning to wait for the right moment to cast a spell.

But it turned out… there was no need.

[“Path of Flame.”]

FWOOSH!

Fire burst from Jindo.

With perfect timing, the General ducked under the lunging attack of a mushroom humanoid and countered with a slicing arc. 

Embers scattered like petals in the wind.

She burned with flame and struck with steel—severing limbs as easily as breathing.

The rest of the battle followed suit. 

Within moments, over a dozen monsters were down. 

Her movements were slightly slower than the Valkyrie’s, but far more refined.

[‘The army is clearly on another level.’]

[‘She’s part of the Seven Stars—personal guard of the Supreme Commander. In close combat, she’d naturally outclass a Valkyrie trained primarily for aerial combat.’]

Shiiing.

The General slid Jindo back into its sheath, not even remotely winded.

“Well, that’s that.”

“Praise me,” she said expectantly.

“I could’ve done that too,” the Valkyrie huffed, crossing her arms.

Riyo, standing beside her, nodded in agreement. 

The Saintess remained silent but wore a similarly unimpressed expression.

“You were amazing,” I said. 

Apparently, I was the only one to say anything nice.

The General looked slightly sulky.

“Still not enough to win them over, huh?”

“Give it time. Eventually, they’ll warm up to you. Took me ages to get along with them, too.”

“You think so?” she chuckled lightly. I found myself a bit flustered.

“Commander, may I ask a question?”

“Go ahead.”

“Do you have any idea why the Holy Nation’s women soldiers seem to avoid you?”

“Oh, that? Of course I do,” she replied confidently. 

“It’s because I’m from the Seven Stars and part of the Eight Petal Society. Those faithful to the Holy Church naturally dislike someone like me.”

“No, I mean… other than that.”

“There’s more?” 

She blinked, her expression turning innocently curious.

I hesitated, then pressed further.

“Yesterday, when we were talking with the stones… how much of that conversation did you overhear?”

“The part about your strong sense of sacrifice. I probably came in near the end. Why, did something else happen before that?”

I fell silent. 

The General asked if something was wrong, but I just shook my head.

She blew a bubblegum pop—strawberry scent drifting in the air—and lightly patted my shoulder.

“You didn’t save me for any hidden reason, did you? You’re a good soldier and a good man, Lieutenant Rohnstein. You saved my life, after all. Once the war ends, I’d like to invite you to my family estate…”

“Just the offer is more than enough,” I said politely.

Correction: the fortune reading had been rather accurate after all.

Looks like I’ll need to pay closer attention to the Holy Nation’s female soldiers from now on.

***

In the dense forest full of mushroom trees, a dry-bodied demon cloaked in spores let out a raspy chuckle.

[“…Found you.”]

One direction still lacked a returning scout team. 


She scattered spores and seed wisps along that path—and there, she sensed the presence of living humans.

It was only natural to eliminate intruders upon discovery.

[“This old hag should prepare a little gift, hmm?”]

She was the Witch of Calamity—Niemie.

With her staff in hand, she vanished deeper into the woods.
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The commander sheathed his blade with a quiet click, then added in a low voice,


“I’ll be handling the night shifts alone for the time being.”


“Will you be alright, sir?”


“It’s more efficient this way. While I keep the night raids at bay, the rest of you should get some rest and prepare for the Nest.”

The Nest.


That’s what they called the center of the island.


To storm the Nest, they had a lot of preparations to make—reinforcing their shelter, crafting emergency rations, ensuring everyone was in peak condition.

Only then could the expedition begin.


But above all else, they needed weapons.

“Mage. Here.”


Valkyrie held out the broken spear shaft.


“Make me a new one.”


“How do you want it?”


“Long and thick. And sturdy.”


As always, she asked for a spear.

It seemed swords didn’t suit her nature.


I nodded and headed into the woods with Riyo.

After scouting for suitable trees, we began carving and shaping.


“Mm.”


“Looks good.”


The wood turned out beautifully—we could probably make three shafts from it.

Next came the spearhead.


Luckily, we’d picked up a few Hoegang stones on the way—denser than most minerals, these
Sedimentary magic stones were often used to reinforce others, increasing hardness and durability.


We’d also discovered magnetite.

Yes.


Iron.


Alongside firearms and disease, iron was one of the forces that dramatically altered the course of human history.


If we could make steel, we could forge weapons far superior to stone-tipped spears.


Of course, it wouldn’t be easy.

Magic or not, making steel required careful blending of iron with other materials, along with precise control over temperature, humidity, and more.


A half-baked attempt would only waste precious time.

Fortunately, we had the Fox Sisters.

“I can do it.”


Riyo’s confidence was unwavering.

“We fox beastfolk can tell by the sound—‘Ah, this is good iron,’ like that. We’ve been blessed by the Goddess of Craft, so small-scale production is possible. If Erich can help a little with magic, we’ll manage.”

Her command of the magic nation’s language had improved significantly since we met.


It wasn’t impossible.


And we needed every edge we could get.

After giving Valkyrie a temporary stone spear, we got to work on iron-making.

[“Are you seriously spending time on this?”]

[“Making iron on a deserted island? In such a short time? Come on, that’s impossible.”]


David and Kalon raised their doubts, but I didn’t care.


I trusted the Fox Sisters.


Their eyes sparkled with a sharpness I hadn’t seen before.

Like on the previous island, we started by building a cart.

At Riyo’s request, I gathered heat-resistant stones to build a simple furnace frame.


Next, we needed clay and other supplementary materials.

“Bring back some mud from the stream. We’ll need beeswax too, so find a hive. Hmm, and more wood to make charcoal would be helpful.”


So I did.


Apparently, faster than expected—Riyo’s mouth fell open and her tail swished with delight.

“Well, I completed the mission. I think I deserve a reward, don’t you?”


“What kind of reward are we talking about?”


“Come closer and find out.”

Glancing around, Riyo reached out and casually wrapped an arm around my shoulders.


A warm, earthy scent—distinctly canine—tickled my nose.

And then—


“Chomp.”

She bit the back of my neck.


It didn’t hurt that much, but the suddenness of it caught me completely off guard.


It felt like being bitten by a viper—my body froze.

She kept her teeth sunk in for a good ten seconds, her head shifting slightly like a fox toying with its prey.


I could feel the sharpness of her fangs, the warmth of her soft tongue.


Finally, she let go.

“Puhah…”


Her saliva trickled down my shoulder like honey.

A perfect imprint of her bite remained on my skin.

“…That was the reward?”


“Didn’t like it?”


“No, it’s not that—”


“Then you did like it.”


Riyo grinned mischievously as she turned around, her two tails swaying eagerly—almost
begging to be grabbed.

Miyo spoke through Riyo’s body:


[“Have you thought about what I said last time?”]


[“About the tail thing?”]


[“Yeah. I told you grabbing a beastkin girl’s tail during her heat means something very special.
But what was that meaning again…? Hmm, I just can’t seem to remember.”]


[“Playing dumb, huh.”]


[“Dummy. You’re still so slow. This is when you say, ‘Then let me show you’—and grab it. Are you really going to throw ash on the feast that’s been set before you?”]

Ah, damn it.


At this rate, I wouldn’t be able to hold back either.

[“Then…”]


I grabbed Riyo’s hand and pulled her toward me.


My eyes drifted to her glistening left shoulder.

I opened my mouth.

And brought it down.

“…!”

Just like she’d done to me—I bit, gently.



The intoxicating scent of her skin was enough to drive me mad.


Both foxes gasped and trembled under my touch.

[“Oh…”]


[“Ah…”]


[“My goodness…”]


[“That’s more like it.”]

I pulled back slowly.


There were fresh bite marks on her shoulder.

Ah.


Now that I’d done it, it felt insane.


Why had I done that?


I wasn’t the type to act so recklessly.

It was far too impulsive—

Just as I was about to offer some kind of excuse—

“Shhh.”


Riyo pressed a finger to my lips, her smile soft and knowing.

“No confessions. No excuses.”

Miyo added,


[“Just accept what you did for what it is.”]


“It’s like being drawn in by perfume. Natural.”


[“And never make the girl say it first, got it?”]


“I’ll be waiting.”

The sisters took turns speaking, their words dizzying.


So this is what it means… to be enchanted by foxes.

“It’s gotta be the pheromones. They’re… way too effective.”


“Shh.”

Just in case, I looked around.


Valkyrie and the Saint had gone to gather herbs—they weren’t at the base.


Commander Adora was still asleep after her night shift, so—

“Lieutenant.”


Why was she awake?

The commander rose with a subtle nod, her half-open eyes glinting like blades.


It felt like standing in front of a tiger.

“When did you wake up?”

“Just now.”

“Did we wake you with our talking?”

“No. What were you two saying?”

“Nothing special—just chatting.”

“Hmm.”

The commander glanced around, eyes sweeping past me—and lingering a little too long on something.

It was the makeshift furnace we’d just started building.

“What’s that?”

“A furnace. For smelting iron.”

“You’re planning to smelt iron? Here?”

“Yes.”

“You think that’s possible?”

“I’m planning to work with the fox engineer. Between my mana manipulation and her divine power, we should be able to produce a small amount.”

“And what for?”

“To forge a Valkyrie’s spearhead.”

The commander frowned. Her gaze turned cold—not toward me, but toward the fox sisters. She let out a sharp tsk.

“You’d be better off making just enough weapons and focusing on gathering food.”

“Is there a problem?”

“Oh? Watch your tone.”

“I asked if there’s a problem. Erich and I agreed to do this—why are you interfering?”

“Because smelting iron on a deserted island is an inefficient waste of time. We already have weapons. Why do we need more iron?”

“Because you’re not trustworthy.”

“I find that reasoning hard to understand.”

“You find it hard to understand? Is that how your brain works? Or are you just discriminating against beastkin?”

Riyo let out something like a low growl.

“You do want to fight me, don’t you?”

“Not at all. I’m just slightly irritated. If you want to do it, do it yourself. Why dump work on my lovely subordinate… especially when you’re lower-ranked?”

“Erich and I don’t have to care about ranks. Unlike you.”

“Yeah, yeah. Got it. Do what you want, then.”

The atmosphere was starting to sour, but Commander Adora cut it off at just the right time. 

That didn’t mean the tension was gone, though—Riyo was grinding her teeth, her tail thumping the ground.

“She really rubs me the wrong way.”

“This is because of the Eight-Petal Society, isn’t it?”

Riyo gave a sharp nod.

“She says it’s not, but her actions say otherwise. She does look down on beastkin. Maybe not consciously—but she’s been influenced. That’s why I hate her. I loathe her. The group that wronged my sister…”

“I understand.”

I wanted to say that the commander herself hadn’t done anything wrong. But I held back. My fortune for today suddenly floated into my mind.

‘Be careful with your relationships.’

Which also meant—’watch your mouth.’

Though, ironically, it felt like I had already failed on that front.

A few minutes passed. Then the commander came back.

“Thinking it over, maybe I was too harsh earlier. Sorry. If you can manage to smelt iron, it might not be such a bad idea.”

“What made you change your mind?”

“I was thinking about when I had my curse lifted. I’d thought I’d be stuck with it forever. But now look—it’s completely gone. So, in that sense… maybe smelting iron on a deserted island isn’t so impossible after all.”

With that, Commander Adora pulled out two lollipops. 

She popped one into her own mouth and handed the other to the fox sisters.

“I heard beastkin like sweets.”

“Ooh. You’re actually giving this to us?”

“Yeah. Better than chewing on honeycomb. Eat it when your blood sugar drops.”

“Hmph. Then I’ll just take it without saying anything.”

Riyo shoved the candy into her pocket and stuck out her tongue.

“But I still don’t trust you!”

“Think what you want.”

The commander yawned widely and laid back down. 

When she asked for water, I handed her my canteen.


[Wow, she drank straight from it.]

We were just getting ready for the next steps of smelting when a rustling came from the eastern forest—and the saint came bursting out.

“Erich! Something’s happened!”

“What is it?”

“Lieutenant… Lieutenant Rachael…!”
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To summarize the Saintess’s words:

The Valkyrie had vanished.

“She was right in front of us. And yet?”

“Yes. She’s not the type to go off without saying anything…”

Back when we were stranded on this uninhabited island, we had established some ground rules for survival.

The most basic among them was to always stay together.

But now, circumstances forced us into a division of labor.

We had split into two teams for efficiency.

The moment we divided, disaster struck.

“It must be the work of a monster,” General Adora said.

“Some monsters can abduct people using barriers. If she was caught by one of those… She’s probably already in danger.”

“What should we do then?”

“You should’ve taken action first and reported later.”

The Saintess’s eyes flared with a crimson light.

“She disappeared before I even noticed. You really think that’s the right call?”

“I’m simply stating protocol.”

“You’re still so rigid. Try being at least a quarter as sweet as Erich. Cold women don’t get much affection from men, you know.”

The General glanced at me.

“Is that true, Lieutenant?”

“I’m not sure.”

“I asked for your opinion.”

“I believe finding the Valkyrie takes priority.”

I grabbed my mana stone and crossbow and rose to my feet.

The General spat out her chewing gum, adjusted her clothes, and asked the Saintess for directions. 

We quickly arrived at the scene.

“Here.”

“I don’t sense anything.”

“Neither do I,” added Riyo.

“Nothing at all. But I’m sure this was where she was gathering supplies…”

While the Saintess and General conversed, I focused my senses.

I’d fought countless monsters by now. 

What I once couldn’t perceive, I could now sense like a beast. 

If there was anything to detect, I’d find it.

“There’s foul mana in the air.”

“Really?”

“Yes. Over there.”

I pointed toward a massive old tree.

At a glance, it looked like a large, ordinary tree. 

But when I focused my mana, a different image appeared. 

Invisible spores clung to its surface.

“There’s a barrier here.”

“How can you be sure?”

“Instinct.”

“Instinct?”

“There’s an odd feeling—only in that area.”

There was a way to confirm it. 

I approached the tree and reached out my hand.

“Nothing happened.”

“No. Someone just vanished.”

“…What?”

The Saintess frantically counted heads. 

Her pupils turned a deep orange. 

General Adora’s expression darkened.

The fox sisters were gone.

“Damn it.”

This was a mobile barrier. 

The magical energy engraved on the tree was just a residue. 

The real source was circling us, waiting for a chance to strike.

Its plan was clear: isolate and pick us off one by one.

We had to stay together. 

The Saintess and the General must have realized it at the same time, because they reached toward me.

“Erich!”

“Lieutenant!”

The one who didn’t disappear—

“Ah, damn it.”

—was the General.

Unable to stop herself, she collided into me. We tumbled two or three times before coming to a halt. She scrambled to her feet and cursed.

“To think it would snatch even the Saintess immediately. This one knows tactics.”

“We’ll be dragged in one after another. You should start warming up your internal circuits.”

“You’re remarkably calm in a situation like this. I like that. You’re reliable.”

She drew her weapon. I channeled mana into a stone. We were ready for battle.

But time passed… and nothing else happened.

“This is strange. Something’s off.”

“Looks like they’re having fun without us.”

“Maybe we weren’t pulled in because we’re sticking together?”

“That’s entirely possible. Or maybe it’s because we’re from the Mage Nation. They might be avoiding us.”

“Even monsters distinguish between friend and foe?”

“If it’s smart enough to cast a barrier, it’s not impossible. I’ve got the emblem of the cult on me—so it probably knows who I am.”

Her last words made it clear:
There was a connection between the Mage Nation’s leadership and the monsters’ commanders.

Either way, we couldn’t stay like this.

We needed a way to enter the barrier and follow the other female soldiers from the Spirit Nation.

“How about we just stay put and wait it out?”

“Denied. You’re staying by my side.”

“But the others could be in danger.”

“And what if I’m in danger when you’re not around?”

“You’re strong enough to handle yourself.”

“That’s a bold statement. But fair. Still, that’s not what I’m worried about.”

“What are you worried about, then?”

She whispered.

“You.”


The General pulled me closer by the collar.

“If the man who saved my life dies, I won’t be able to live with myself.”

“You’re overreacting.”

“Maybe. But I won’t let you die. I’ll get you off this island. Don’t worry too much.”

She had no intention of leaving my side, no matter what.

It wasn’t the wrong choice. Even a monster can only digest so much at once. A barrier would be no different.

So we chose the next best strategy.

It might take time, but we would find a way into the barrier—together.

“Here. A stone.”

“…I can see that. What am I supposed to do with—ah. I get it now.”

The General and I began throwing mana-charged stones in all directions. 

We were trying to pinpoint the barrier’s current location. 

If a stone vanished suddenly, we’d know where it was. 

Then we’d sprint in and leap through it.

Of course, we didn’t throw them randomly. 

We continued to sense for mana and focused on the most likely spots.

After a few attempts, we uncovered two important facts…

First, the barrier only functions within this immediate area.

Second, the barrier moves at irregular intervals.

In other words, no matter where the mana stones were thrown, they would only get closer to the barrier’s general vicinity. 

It was impossible to strike the barrier itself, which teleported sporadically.

But a mage should always find the answer when faced with a problem.

“David. Senior Kallon.”

With a grim expression, I turned to the two of them.

“Would you assist me?”

[What are you trying to do?]

“I’m going to throw you.”

[Ah.]

“While you’re airborne, scan the area for mana. If you make contact with the edge of the barrier, hold on to it.”

Throwing upperclassmen from the Academy like they were mere objects? 

My conscience resisted.

But the situation was too dire.

If we delayed any longer, the holy nation’s female soldiers inside might not survive.

[Then let us go.]

It was at that moment the Valkyries’ comrades spoke up.

[We have to save Rachael…]

[So let us go first. Ever since becoming like this, we seem to have developed some magical affinity. It should be fine.]

Their voices were resolute.

Perhaps because of their determination, David and Kallon gave their consent without hesitation.

No matter what, it felt better to throw my peers than the spirits of the dead Valkyries I had slain.

Letting out a reluctant sigh, I hurled David first.

[Whoa, whoa, whoaaaa!]

Crackle—mana sparked in the air.

We found it.

Thinking back, it was obvious. 

The barrier had no eyes, no mouth, no face. 

It must detect souls instead. 

I should’ve done this from the start.

The commander and I didn’t waste a second. 

As soon as the opening appeared, we leapt through it.

Light flooded our vision—then a scene unfolded before us, one we had never seen.

A thicket of vivid jade-green.

Towering, dense spores, crowding the space.

Narrow, winding paths formed by those same spores.

“What is this…?”

“A maze made of mushrooms, it seems.”

I picked up David from the ground. 

He was groaning, covered in a soft white layer of spores like cotton.

[What the hell… What is this place? Am I not even allowed to rest in peace after death?]

Brushing him off thoroughly, I unlinked arms with the commander. 

She muttered an incantation and ignited her sword.

“Flame of Grace.” (Yeom-yeom)

Vzzzzzz!

The blade cleaved the air with a deep hum. 

Fire consumed the spores floating around us, burning them away in an instant.

The air buzzed like insects sizzling in electricity.

“Be careful, Lieutenant. If you touch or inhale those spores, you might end up like those spore monsters.”

“…First, let’s focus on finding the three soldiers.”

The commander and I placed our hands on the right wall of the maze and began moving carefully, increasing our pace.

Rachael had been foraging, that much was clear.

She’d spotted a mushroom under an ancient tree—one that looked suitable for use as fuel—and was cautiously trying to harvest it. 

But the moment she did, she found herself teleported into this bizarre, maze-like place.

Though surprised, Rachael had been trained to remain calm under any circumstances.

Even in a place like this—drenched in despair.

[Foolish child. Why not give up now?]

An old hag cloaked in fungus approached, shaking a flute in her hand.

It had already been twenty, maybe thirty minutes since this creature confronted Rachael alone. She frowned and spat on the ground.

“Ptui.”

With her exhale, a puff of spore-dust escaped her lips.


She hadn’t done anything particularly strenuous, but she was already short of breath.

[I, Niemie, shall end you myself. Consider it an honor.]

The creature raised the flute to her lips. 

Rachael clenched the spear shaft Erich had made for her, forcing her fading focus to hold.

She couldn’t fall here—not in such a place, not like this.
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Monsters roamed every corner of the maze. 

All of them were eyeless, yet their hearing was unnaturally sharp. 

The slightest noise would alert them, and they would come charging without hesitation.

Fortunately, they weren’t too numerous. 

We quickly dealt with them and pressed forward.

The path was narrow and winding, making it difficult to keep our bearings. 

Sealed off from the outside world by a barrier, sunlight barely reached us. 

We had no choice but to rely on glowing spores as makeshift lanterns.

“We don’t have enough time to navigate by just keeping our right hand on the wall,” I said.

“You got a better idea?” 

The Captain replied.

“Can’t you carve out a path with your mana?”

“Let’s try.”

The Captain struck the wall with mana-infused force. 

The mushroom-covered surface trembled violently and spewed out a white dust—spores, clearly dangerous just by the look of them. 

Inhaling them would be a mistake.

The floating spores ignited and vanished under the Captain’s follow-up slashes. 

Around the same time, the wall—imbued with his magic—began to squirm and repair itself.

“The wall… it’s alive.”

“Looks like a regenerating maze.”

“Does it even have an exit?”

“Probably not.”

When people think of a maze, they usually think about escaping it. 

The Captain and I were no different. 

Our decision to follow the right-hand wall proved that.

But just now, I realized something.

To get out of this maze, we must not search for the exit.

Instead, we must go toward the most dangerous place.

Toward where the boss is likely to be.

“Wait,” the Captain said, responding to my shift in strategy.

“We don’t know much about the enemy. Even if we knew where the boss was, heading there directly would be reckless. If the soldiers from the Holy Spirit Nation are also trapped here, we should regroup with them first.”

“You’re right.”

“That’s the real problem. How do we find them in this vast place?”

The fastest and simplest way would be to wander around shouting their names. 

But the mushroom monsters were hypersensitive to sound. 

A single misstep could put us right in their path.

Then, a thought came to me.

“Let’s use the fact that those things are blind.”

I pulled out a lightstone and hurled it high into the air.

It burst into flame without a sound. 

The sky lit up briefly before fading again.

It wouldn’t last long, but if the Holy Spirit Nation’s soldiers were anywhere nearby, they would have seen it. 

And they would know it wasn’t a monster who had done it.

Because that firework carried a memory—one shared by the three of us.

***

‘Riyo’

Riyo blinked.

“Ugh… where am I?”

With just one blink, the world had changed completely. 

Everything that happened before felt like a dream. 

Or maybe this was the dream.

Her eyes scanned her surroundings rapidly. 

Her ears twitched, instinctively picking up subtle sounds.

“A maze?”

[‘This is… spatial teleportation magic.’]

Her older sister, Miyo, whispered within her mind.

[‘There are lots of monsters around. They’re blind, but they can hear really well. Move carefully.’]

Riyo thought she’d gained a bit of wilderness experience back on the deserted island. 

It didn’t take her long to figure out this was the work of monsters. 

Her panic faded quickly, and she placed a hand on the wall, advancing with silent, calculated steps.

Then, it happened.

Sniff. Sniff.

A scent.

From somewhere not too far off.

It was the same scent as hers. 

The unique pheromonal fragrance of a fox beastkin.

But there was another scent there too—that of a male.

Riyo leaned in and inhaled the scent from her left shoulder—the spot where Erich had bitten her. 

The fragrance wafting from it matched the faint scent lingering in the distance.

When a beastkin goes into heat, they leave their scent on someone they desire. 

Until the fragrance naturally fades, they can track that person anywhere. 

The range? 

Easily dozens of kilometers.

Now that she had pinpointed the direction, finding him was just a matter of moving.

“…Darling, I’m coming.”

She drew her axe—her weapon of choice—and moved forward.

She sliced through the heads of the mushroom monsters before her, stepping lightly but swiftly. 

Despite the speed of her movements, not even the tiniest sound escaped her.

That was when the firework lit up the sky.


“Oh?”

[‘Hmm?’]

It came from exactly the direction of the scent.

“No way… was that you, darling?”

[‘It might be a distress signal.’]

If her sister was right, she had no time to lose. 

Riyo broke into an even faster pace.

***

Elsewhere, a cleric stood watching the same silent firework from a different location.

It was Tiria Carsten.

The moment she was tossed into the maze, she’d guessed it was the work of a boss monster. 

She took a deep breath, trying to steady her nerves.

No need to check—she knew the monster’s eyes would be purple.

From the beginning, Tiria had been trembling with worry and fear. 

She hadn’t dared utter a single word out loud. The moment she was detected, she’d be chased down—and if she ended up cornered, she would be killed instantly.

Even with her sacred staff, the Baculus, she wouldn’t be able to deal much physical damage. 

Lacking defensive capabilities, she had no choice but to move cautiously.

“Haaah…”

The handgun strapped to her hip gave her some comfort.

But even that wouldn’t do much against these thick-shelled monsters.

Caught in that in-between state—unable to move forward or back—she had just been inching forward when the silent explosion illuminated the sky.

At the same time, she felt it.

“Erich?”

Erich Leonstein’s mana signature.

Back on the island, she had committed his magical essence to memory using sacred magic. 

They had touched foreheads, sharing warmth for minutes. 

It was the first time she’d made physical contact with a man outside the clergy.

The memory brought heat to her face, but she quickly brushed it away and focused.

Once she recalled his mana signature, all she had to do was concentrate. 

From that moment on, she could track him indefinitely.

Distance meant little. In theory, the range was infinite. In practice, dozens of miles.

‘Wait for me, my love. I’m coming.’

She murmured the heavy words too softly for anyone to hear, then steeled herself and began to move.

***

I was confident the Holy Spirit Nation’s soldiers had seen the flare I launched.

That didn’t mean they’d come straight away.

They might be locked in combat with monsters—or worse, they might already have fallen to the boss.

‘We had to keep moving.’

Who knew how long we had been walking?

A sinister, indescribable aura coiled around my neck like a snake. 

Instinctively, I took a step back. 

General Adora hesitated too, her body stiffening.

A chilling laugh echoed in the distance.

“Heh heh heh…”

“It was tough… really tough. Felt like I was fighting the Hero from centuries ago. In the end, though, I came out victorious.”

It was the voice of a monster.

It was speaking to someone, though the other party only let out faint groans. 

But that voice—it was unmistakable.

‘Valkyrie.’

“That holy power of yours is overwhelming… and yet, still incomplete. You’ve barely scratched the surface of your training. Well, lucky for this old hag, I suppose. Now it’ll be easy to offer the perfect sacrifice for the Demon King’s resurrection.”

This was bad. 

At this rate, Valkyrie was going to be taken.

I quickly scanned the surroundings, trying to locate any possible entrance or path. Nothing.

“Hmm. Now that I think about it, didn’t those fools from the Eight Sectors say they were sending a representative…? Why haven’t they arrived yet?”

‘A representative?’

“That’s me,” Adora whispered under her breath, raising a finger upward. 

“Lift me. I’ll distract the monster with conversation. While it’s focused on me, you get in from another angle and rescue Valkyrie.”

I cupped my hands and raised them to the sky. 

The General stepped onto my knee, then my hands, and launched herself upward onto my shoulder.

Tap!

Like a cat, she sprang up, pulling out a dagger and jamming it into the spongy wall of the mushroom. 

Swiftly, she scaled the surface and disappeared over the edge.

Landing lightly on the other side, she shouted with all her strength:

“Hey!”

“…Hm?”

From my position below, I saw her back as she faced the monster. 

She pulled out a pendant—the kind worn by cult members—and continued speaking smoothly.

“That representative you mentioned? I’m right here.”

“Oh ho! Speak of the devil, and they appear.”

“What a convoluted path just to meet you. Quite the ordeal.”

Watching her chat so casually with the monster’s leader stirred more anger in me than suspicion.

“And this time, it’s a lively young one. Last time, wasn’t it that old man? He’s not coming anymore?”

“Old man?”

“Yes, yes. Someone quite high up in the Navy, if memory serves. This old hag might be senile, but that face—I’ll never forget.”

“I’m Army, actually. Part of the Grand Marshal’s personal guard. I don’t know many Navy folks.”

“Ah, I see. Then we must be meeting for the first time. Allow me to introduce myself. I’m Niemira, once a division commander of the 20th Corps.”

“Major General Adora Giffold, from the Direct Command Seventh Division under the Grand Marshal’s Office.”

My teeth clenched.

So it was our nation behind all of this?

Then what had I been doing all this time?

What were my comrades, my seniors, my juniors dying for?

“You bastards… how could you do something so monstrous while wearing the mask of our nation?”

“I feel like I’m about to puke up yesterday’s rations…”

“This isn’t the time to joke around! You were all sacrificed for nothing!”

“Let it go, Daisy. They died fighting for their country… and if that death was just a tool to revive the Demon King… I’d lose my mind too.”

‘Revive the Demon King?’

Don’t make me laugh.

The Magic Empire is now my enemy.

I circled around to the other side, searching for the lowest point in the wall. 

With my dagger, I carved into the mushroom’s flesh, creating footholds in the spongy material. 

I gripped the edges and began to climb.

The first thing I saw—

‘Valkyrie.’

She lay unconscious, her body covered in white spores. 

She looked… dangerously unwell.


“…Tch.”

I clenched my jaw and dropped down on the opposite side.

So many had died during the war. 

Friends, comrades… all gone. I no longer had any peers left to call my own.

‘That’s why.’

‘Rachael, I won’t let you die too.’
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Trapped within a labyrinth of unknown origin, Rachael came to a painful realization during her relentless battle with the old witch.

No matter what happened, she couldn’t take down the leader alone.

She could feint, twist, and read her opponent’s movements with precision—but in a one-against-many scenario, limits were inevitable. 

No matter how agile she moved or how cleverly she fought, she was bound to be overwhelmed eventually.

And in the end, Rachael lost.

“Haa…”

With each ragged breath, dry spores spilled from her lips. Her skin, overtaken by fungal growth, cracked like aged bark. 

Her lungs felt like they were being torn apart, and her body exuded a musty, suffocating aura—as if she’d been dredged through flour and ash.

She had lasted a long time, considering she was alone.

But in the wild, it didn’t matter how long one endured. 

The only thing that mattered was survival.

And help… wasn’t coming.

This place felt like it was inside a magical barrier.

“Damn… it…”

Rachael spat a curse with the last of her strength. 

It felt empty. 

And that emptiness made her furious.

Of all times… was this really how she was going to die? 

Just like this?

“Ugh… Kgh… Khh…”

She tried to rise, to force her body into a final stance, but it was no use. 

Maybe it was the spores, but her limbs were turning stiff, heavy like stone.

Was this really the end?

It was then that she heard it—

“Well, well. We’ve got an impatient guest.”

The old witch, who had been conversing with a general of the Magic Nation and preparing to finish Rachael off, suddenly froze.

Her gaze turned—not toward Rachael—but elsewhere.

Rachael, forcing her eyes open against the weight of unconsciousness, looked up…

And saw a man’s face, one that had appeared beside her without her realizing.

“Hey, you okay?”

He spoke in the language of the Magic Nation, but Rachael understood it now. 

After all, this was the phrase he had repeated most often while teaching her their words.

“Are you okay?”

Who else in this cursed world had ever asked her that, so many times?

Rachael’s lips moved soundlessly.

‘No… I’m not…’

“You look it.”

Erich nodded and lifted her into his arms.

And in that moment, as her body relaxed into his, the last thread of consciousness slipped from her grasp.

They may have been enemies, once. 

But he was not her foe.

With that thought, Rachael passed out, finally at peace.

The old witch clicked her tongue and brought a flute to her lips.

“One down. Now it’s the two of you left.”

A sharp, shrill peeeee echoed through the air.

Suddenly, mushrooms erupted from the ground, growing rapidly, twisting into unnatural shapes. 

Within seconds, four monstrous hounds took form, each with a mushroom cap for a head.

“Young Archivist,” the witch sneered, “you’ve arrived just in time.”

“Help this old lady take down that intruder, and I’ll take you to the nest. You’ll get to meet the Princess.”

‘The Princess?’

Did that mean the witch wasn’t at the top of the chain?

“Fine,”

Adora, the archivist, nodded at the witch’s words. 

She drew her sword and approached the demonic crone.

And then—

CLANG!

Her blade clashed with the witch’s flute, sparks flying.

“Let’s end this charade,” Adora said coolly.

“So, you knew after all,” the witch replied, grinning.

This was within the barrier.

No way the demon who created this place didn’t know the Valkyrie had been taken. 

And there was no way Adora hadn’t predicted that.

There had never been any fooled—only deceivers.

And as the brief game of deception ended, their blades met again, creating another burst of flame.

While the two traded furious blows, I took out the hound-like monsters and began circling toward the witch’s exposed back.

“Oh earth, pulse beneath me.”

With the witch’s incantation, the ground shook violently.

The entire space changed. 

Empty areas grew walls; places with walls became void. 

The maze twisted and pulsed like a living creature.

An earthquake. 

I couldn’t keep my balance.

I was forced to the ground, rolling and sliding across the shifting terrain, doing my best to shield the Valkyrie.

Then—a wall of fungus shot up, dividing us from Adora.

“Lieutenant!”

“Commander!”

“Buy me time! I’ll try to reach you!”

The witch had crossed over to my side, her face split by a smile so wide it nearly tore her cheeks.

“Ah, much less annoying now.”


‘Divide and conquer.’

The phrase echoed in my mind.

From the way she carried herself, I could tell—this witch was stronger than me alone, and probably stronger than the Valkyrie too. 

But put together? 

Or if I teamed up with Adora? 

She wouldn’t stand a chance.

She was smart, and her mana was powerful. 

A troublesome opponent.

But I had to hold out.

I forced a grin and spoke up.

“It’s our first meeting, so let’s start with introductions. I’m Erich Rohnstein of the Hazcael Magic Nation. And may I ask your name, madam?”

“Niemie.”

With that, she hurled a mushroom at me.

I ducked instinctively—and thought I’d dodged it—until it bounced off the wall behind me and slapped right onto my back.

“Gah!”

“Got you.”

“What the hell is…?”

The sensation on my back was alien, foreign—like a tumor had sprouted there.

The witch chuckled.

“That mushroom is a special spore my old hands crafted myself. In less than a minute, you’ll be dead from respiratory failure.”

Just as she said, I could feel my lungs tightening, choking.

‘Die from suffocation?’

So what?

It’s just magic.

All I had to do… was take her down before it could finish the job.

Just as I reached into my pocket to draw out a mana stone—

“Ah yes, do be careful. That mushroom accelerates mana depletion quite rapidly.”

The old woman added that with a faint, rustling chuckle.

The mushroom labyrinth crafted by Niemie was akin to an antlion’s pit—designed to lure spellcasters in, drain their strength, and eliminate them one by one.

True, there had been an unfortunate incident when two first-class mages from the Magocracy managed to break through the barrier and enter at once, but even that remained within manageable parameters.

“In the end, once you separate them, they’re nothing.”

One by one, trapped in tight spaces and subdued—that was all it took.

Before Niemie’s eyes, Erich stood cloaked in spores. 

Though Niemie hadn’t directly attacked, Erich’s breath grew increasingly ragged.

“Surrender quietly and accept death. I promise to make it painless.”

“…Shut up.”

“I was trying to show mercy, since we walk the same path of magic… but today’s youngsters, none of them seem to respect their elders.”

“I said shut up.”

Erich’s breath was fading.

Though the mushroom was poisonous, mere contact with the skin wasn’t enough to transmit the full toxicity. 

His labored breathing came from a specific type of mana within the fungus, now wringing his lungs from the inside.

A skilled mage could normalize that mana flow immediately—but for most, it was impossible. 

To use magic, one needed steady breath and a clear mind to purify their mana. 

With his lungs under siege, even that was denied him.

And yet, Niemie was quietly astonished.

A normal person would have died within seconds, suffocating as the oxygen in their lungs was torn away. 

Even the strongest might survive for two minutes at best.

But this mage—he’d been fighting and enduring for over five.

“A shame, truly.”

Had the Demon Lord’s army possessed such talent, perhaps the holy forces would not have triumphed that day. 

In mana control alone, this one far outshone even him.

Niemie, already familiar with the Magocracy’s structure, clicked her tongue.

“Now that I think about it, Hazukail really is a band of fools. To give such a mage only a first-class license, and then toss him to the front lines…”

“Huff… who are you… calling a monster, huff… again…”

“You’ve survived longer than any average man. Of course I’d call you a monster. But now, I see you’re nearing your end. Can you feel it, young man? Your eyelids—how they’ve already started to droop?”

Endure.

That was all Erich could think.

He minimized his attacks, pouring all his focus into purifying the mana within. 

Even so, the situation was bleak.

And then—just beyond the towering wall—someone’s head appeared.

It was General Adora.

“Haah… Lieutenant!”

Adora had driven her blade and dagger into a mushroom stalk nearly ten meters tall, climbing it with sheer force.

Interference from monsters along the way made the ascent anything but easy—yet she reached the top in under five minutes.

In her desperate eyes, she saw Erich collapsing.

“Lieutenant…”

With a dull thud, Erich fell.

In mere minutes, the man who had once freed her from a lifetime of suffering now lay broken before her.

She had just begun to understand him. 

Just begun to believe it was okay.

At the very least, until they escaped this forsaken island, she had sworn to keep him alive.

Born the cherished daughter of the military house Giffold, Adora was raised under parents who taught her to always keep her word—and she had taken that to heart.

Now, that promise turned into wrath.

“You bitch.”

“The name’s Niemie.”

The enemy’s tactic was clear—divide and kill. 

If this kept up, even Adora might be taken out one-on-one.

But today, she wasn’t herself. 

It was hard to keep her cool.

Niemie smiled coldly.

Adora’s charging form reminded her of her own younger days, when she had once stood alone to hold off the Holy Cross order, securing the retreat of a fleeing legion.

“Let this elder show you—you can’t do anything alone!”

“Speak for yourself!”

Tat-tat-tat-tat!

Light footfalls raced over the maze.

A shadow fell over Niemie’s head—then, with all its might, a hand axe slammed down.

Niemie crumpled under the impact, her tongue lolling out.

“Aiyoo!”

Thud.

A fox beastkin landed gracefully in front of Adora, who had just reached the summit.

Just as Adora had cursed, a true canid had arrived.


“This body, arriving not like a dog—but like a fox!”

And just like that, the brief levity in the air vanished.

The fox sisters bared their fangs and brandished new tools.

In unison, they asked:

“Was it you… who touched our darling?”
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The old woman frowned, her deeply lined face creasing even further.

A fox beastkin exuding holy energy was surprising enough—but for her to speak the demon tongue of Huiyan?

And to call a man from the enemy Magic Kingdom “her own”?

Had he really seduced the women of the Holy Spirit Nation with that handsome face?

“Tsk, tsk, tsk.”

One could imagine what had transpired in the past.

“Well, men are men, and women are women. Trapped together on a deserted island, only instincts remain, eh?”

Riyo didn’t respond.

Her gaze was fixed on Erich and Rachael, whose bodies were steadily being consumed by fungal spores.

Honestly, this situation felt like absolute hell.

A fox beastkin in heat was not only high in sexual drive but also dangerously violent.

It was a matter of survival—they had to fight off competitors to claim their mate.

Such violence usually manifested in males, but sometimes, just sometimes, females too could become consumed by that primal fury.

Like now—when the partner they desired might be taken away for some unfathomable reason.

“You…”

“…might as well consider yourself dead.”

The fox sisters pulled out a monkey wrench, spinning it playfully.

If it were just a regular tool, one could take a few hits without complaint.

The problem was, it radiated with divine energy.

So dense with sacred Sefiron that the surrounding air turned chill, as if the liquid form of a frozen spirit.

A direct hit from that? Fatal.

“You’re no ordinary beastkin, are you?”

“…The Holy Sign of Dismantling.”

Niemie and Adora muttered in unison.

Adora gave a faint smirk.

Just like Riyo and her sister Miyo, Adora owed her life to Erich.

He had saved her from a fate worse than death—and along with him, the female soldiers of the Holy Spirit Nation had stood by her.

She couldn’t turn her blade against them, not even now.

A debt was a debt.

It had to be repaid.

That was the honor of a Gifford soldier.

“Hey. You know what to do, right?”

“You take the front. I’ll support you.”

Huiyan—the devil’s language. 

And mages were those who borrowed its power.

Miyo, to her surprise, could communicate with Adora.

Niemie had never seen that coming.

It just didn’t make sense.

How could a woman who wielded divine power also manipulate magic?

If Mana and Sefiron reacted badly together, it could shred the soul to ribbons.

“…No. It can’t be…”

But just as the realization dawned on Niemie, Adora and the fox sisters charged in, flanking her from both sides.
Niemie knew the enemy’s strength.

If those two could communicate and act as one for the sake of a man… then she had no chance.

She had to separate them.

“O Earth, rise up!”

As before, the Witch of Calamity raised a wall between Adora and Riyo.

Thud!

Riyo stomped and leapt.

She’d anticipated Niemie’s move and used the growing fungus to springboard up the wall before it was complete.

In an instant, she cleared it and landed beside Adora.

‘Smart girl’, Niemie thought, gritting her teeth, and began to chant a curse of vengeance.

“As soil returns to soil and ash to ash, the officiant shall scatter flowers upon the coffin.”

One was a curse magic that blanketed the wall in deadly spores, poisonous on contact.

The other was a summoning—calling forth an earthen golem with eight arms.

The former targeted the fox girl.

The latter—the traitorous ex-general of the Magic Kingdom.

However—

“Oh Goddess of Craft.”

With a prayer, Riyo pulled a rope from her back and threw it. The hook latched firmly onto the wall.

With a powerful leap, she scaled it again and landed cleanly on the other side—without touching a single spore.

At the same time, Adora, staring down the golem charging her way, chanted softly:

“Dispel Strike.”

Summoned monsters were, in some cases, simply condensed mana—essentially, magic.

If so, a basic parry could nullify it.

And Adora had the eye and precision to pull it off.

Slice!

Her enchanted sword howled as it tore through the golem’s flesh.

All eight arms flew off, spores dispersing like ash.

Whip—Clang.

As Adora lowered her flame-infused blade, Riyo landed beside her.

“This maze… is a pain.”

“We’re out of time. At this rate, the Valkyrie and the Lieutenant will die.”

They were blocking attacks, but landing no decisive blows.

Niemie, though her head had once been split open by Riyo’s axe, had almost fully recovered thanks to the spores.

“We’re one… one person short.”

“If she arrives, we might actually turn this around…”

***

“Ughhh…”

Tiria was still wandering the maze.

“This place again…?”

To be clear, Tiria wasn’t bad with directions.

The problem lay with this damned maze—it changed.

Time passed, and the scenery subtly shifted.

She couldn’t even trust the path she’d just walked.

This maze was alive.

That much she had figured out early on.

She had studied how to counter large-scale magic while at the Church.

Such enchantments required massive mana reserves, and were typically performed by multiple casters or aided by totems for remote control.

Since the enemy seemed to be alone, it would be faster to locate the totem.

Tiria, following the traces of Erich’s mana, suddenly paused and focused her mind.

She whispered the incantation, initiating a search.

Before long, she found it—

A wooden staff, firmly rooted in the ground and completely covered in spores.

“Ehehehe!”

A sinister presence rippled through the air.

Tiria felt it immediately. Instinct told her everything she needed to know—this spirit was broken beyond repair. 

There was no mind left to restore, no body to return to. 

It clung pitifully to a mere twig, a stray fragment of life bound to this world.

“Hehe, hehehe!”

The laughter was chilling, a sound that made the hairs on the back of her neck stand on end.

In the past, Tiria would have exorcised such a spirit on sight.

But now… she knew better. 

These, too, had once been people.

Instead of casting an exorcism prayer, she began to chant a requiem.

“May you rest in peace.”

“E… heehee… h-hurkh… hhrrk…”

The laughter melted into sobs, and then, finally, silence.

Opening her sacred eye, Tiria looked skyward. 

A halo of pale light rose into the heavens, visible only to her.

“May only happiness await you in the next life.”

Offering a requiem to a vengeful spirit was considered a grave taboo. 

If the Church found out, she could be excommunicated.

And yet, Tiria did not care.

Even if she had to relinquish her title as Saint, even if countless followers turned away in disappointment—none of it mattered.

Because in this world, at least one person would still call her holy.

After that day, Tiria began seeking out every cursed totem she could find, purifying them all. 

Wherever she stayed, the spores vanished, and flowers bloomed in their place.

And at last, she arrived.

The battlefield where she should have come long ago.

“This… this can’t be.”

For the first time, Niemie’s expression faltered. 

Her prized maze-altering magic no longer worked.

At the same time, a sacred aura unlike anything before swept over the field.

It was overwhelming. 

Even the weight on one’s shoulders felt suffocating under its intensity.

“Hah… so you’re finally here…”

“That was not easy, you know.”

Tiria’s pale grey eyes swept across the scene—calm and steady. 


Then, they turned crimson.

She drew her baculus and spoke, her voice clear.

“What happened here?”

Riyo answered, eyes downcast.

“Just as you see… Lieutenant and Erich were both taken down… one after the other… by that monster.”

Sweat beaded on both Riyo and Adora’s foreheads. 

This wasn’t an opponent to be taken lightly.

Even Tiria, known for her tranquil demeanor, was visibly angered.

More than anything, what stirred her wrath was seeing her companions—those she had fought beside and grown to cherish—on the brink of death.

She tried to conceal it, but her irises glowed a deep, seething red.

“Saint,” Adora said.

“Back us up.”

“Understood.”

Though the command came from a soldier of the enemy nation, Tiria responded without a hint of hesitation or resentment.

Because at that moment, all four women—yes, even Miyo—shared the same resolve:

Save Erich and Rachael. 

Defeat Niemie.

Niemie’s lips curled unnaturally.

“Hohoho… This is… a disaster.”

Though her lips smiled, panic flickered in her eyes.

Because of that damn Saint, the maze-splitting spell no longer functioned. 

And now that three were assembled, the odds of her defeat as a mere division commander had skyrocketed.

It was just like the hero’s party centuries ago.

The Hero alone was powerless. 

The Elven Priestess could do nothing on her own. 

Neither could the Beastfolk Scout nor the Holy Shield Paladin.

Humans—no, all of mankind—could not survive in solitude. 

Because they were weak, they formed bonds, relied on one another, and lived on.

That truth remained unchanged, even after hundreds of years.

With three gathered here, Niemie’s loss was all but inevitable.

Just as she tried to flee—


“The exalted Goddess once said: ‘If light cannot be found, then become the light yourself.’ Today, in mortal flesh, I stand in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Those I love shall be blessed by the light. Those who curse shall be destroyed by it.”

As Tiria’s prayer concluded, Adora and Riyo surged forward with double the force they had shown before, charging directly into Niemie’s reach.

Niemie’s own powers had been halved under the divine presence—she couldn’t avoid them.

“Kyaaaargh!”

The cursed witch shrieked as the blade struck true.
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Hundreds of Years Ago

The 20th Legion, led by the Witch of Calamity, once drove the Hero into a death trap.

The Hero, having fallen into an ambush, became isolated from his comrades. 

The only thing left was to take his head.

But then, his companions defied death itself. 

They shattered the Legion Commander’s barrier and stormed deep into the enemy’s camp.

An elven priestess.

A beastkin assassin.

A shield-bearing paladin.

And a handful of elite reinforcements dispatched to protect the Hero.

What followed was a ferocious guerrilla assault. In the end, the 20th Legion fell, defeated by the power of the goddess and the spirits.

It had been a battle they should’ve won—but they lost.

Why?

Hermione, the legion commander and superior officer of Niemie, pondered the defeat again and again after the battle. 

Yet no matter how many times she replayed it in her mind, she couldn’t identify the cause.

But Niemie knew.

The true strength of humanity—

It was the will to sacrifice for others.

From that day on, Niemie learned humility.

Though a demon, she swore not to be blinded by arrogance and instead focused on what it would take to win a war.

And she came to a realization:

The bonds of truly strong humans cannot be severed.

Family affection.

Romantic love.

Devotion between mentor and disciple.

The friendship of lifelong companions.

Some humans valued these things more than life itself.

Which meant—breaking them emotionally was nearly impossible.

So Niemie chose another way.

She would separate them physically.

After Hermione was executed for failing to capture the Hero, Niemie began studying barrier magic.

A labyrinth whose coordinates constantly shifted, powered by mana drawn from the souls of the dead.

“My garden…”

Her garden—

The barrier she had spent years perfecting—was collapsing.

A half-elf saint.

A beastkin engineer.

A high-ranking officer from the Magic Nation.

Of all things, three women with similar positions had appeared.

Spit!

Niemie coughed up blood and staggered backward. 

Her last reserves of magic were spent. 

The barrier shattered.

The warped space unraveled and returned to a lush forest.

“Heh… impressive.”

Niemie steadied her breath, pretending to be composed. 

She was now a good distance from Adora and Riyo—because with the barrier gone, the distorted space had snapped back to normal.

“For today… it would be wise to retreat…”

Her wounds were deeper than she thought. 

If she didn’t get treatment soon, she could die.

Niemie didn’t even look back. 

She ran.

“She’s fleeing!”

“Wait!”

Riyo instinctively gave chase, but Adora stepped in to stop her. 

Switching to a language Miyo could understand, she continued:

“We’ve achieved our goal. We’ve found the Valkyrie. Now we need to focus on healing.”

Riyo nodded.

Tiria was already checking on Erich and Rachael. 

Her expression darkened.

“How are they?”

“Lieutenant Rachael is… stable for now. But…”

Before Tiria could finish, Adora and the fox sisters felt their hearts sink.

“…Erich isn’t breathing.”

“What?”

There was no time to waste. 

Explanations could come later. 

Tiria immediately began emergency treatment.

It wasn’t cardiac arrest.

His airway was blocked—compromised by poison and spores.

Unlike with drowning victims, CPR wouldn’t help. 

The only option was to clear the airway with holy power while performing artificial respiration.

There was no choice.

This was about saving a life.

Tiria’s eyes flickered with complex emotions. 

Yet without hesitation, she pressed her lips to Erich’s.

She exhaled to clear the air, then inhaled oxygen into him. 

Her divine power cleansed his lungs.

Deep inside, she prayed:

‘Please, O Goddess… don’t take this man.’

‘And if You must, let me go with him.’

Adora and the fox sisters were speechless.

Watching Tiria kiss Erich—even knowing it was lifesaving—stirred something strange in their chests.

Riyo recognized the feeling.

But Adora did not.

All she knew was that she couldn’t bear to watch someone who had saved her life die before her eyes.

Despite her suspicions toward the enemy’s saint, she found herself hoping for Tiria’s success.

“…Ancestors of Zeraem…”

The Giffold family had long been atheist—but today, even they couldn’t help but pray.

The other two women weren’t idle either.

They worked to pluck the spores from Rachael’s body, helping her regain consciousness.

Time crawled forward, heavy with tension.

Then—

“Cough! Cough!”

Birds fluttered into the air at the sound.

Erich had awakened.

It felt like waking from general anesthesia.

The scenery had changed without warning.

He coughed violently, like someone who had swallowed water the wrong way, and opened his eyes.

The first thing he saw was the saint’s face, tinged with sorrow and pale blue.

She was close.

Far too close.

“Haa… haa… Erich!”


The color of her irises began to shift—from blue to gold.

“You’ve finally… woken up.”

“…What… cough… what in the world happened?”

“I was struck by a serious poison and collapsed. I—I wasn’t breathing, so I…”

As my consciousness slowly returned, the Saintess’s face came into focus.

Tears shimmered in the corners of her eyes. 

A clear, glistening droplet clung to her lower lip.

A strange sensation lingered on mine—moist, with a faintly pleasant fragrance. 

It smelled just like her hair.

No way…?

But just as my thoughts were about to make the connection, another voice cut in.

Rachael.

“Where’s the Valkyrie…?”

“Oh, Lieutenant Rachael? You mean her?”

I hastily looked around.

Niemie was gone.

But just beyond, surrounded by General Adora and the fox sisters, I caught sight of familiar hair on the ground.

My mind went blank.

No… don’t tell me she’s dead?

No, I couldn’t jump to conclusions. 

I had to see her face for myself. 

She could still be breathing. 

But in that state… it had been so dire.

“You can’t get up yet! We’re not finished with treatment!”

This was a monster-infested, deserted island. 

Death could come at any moment. 

Goodbyes could strike without warning. 

Just a few months ago, I wouldn’t have thought twice about that.

But now…

Rachael, who had crossed death’s threshold with me time and again—I didn’t want her to die. 

Even though I resented her for killing my comrades, more than that, I felt sorry for her.

Even knowing how strange it was to feel this way… 

If I could save her, I wanted to.

And so—

“Move.”

Even with my lungs screaming in pain, I pushed my body up. 

I shoved Adora and Riyo aside to reach the Valkyrie’s face.

Her eyes were closed.

Her face was covered in white spores.

Her limbs unmoving, completely still.

She looked like a preserved corpse. 

I lost my balance and collapsed.

“Lieutenant!”

General Adora caught me as I swayed.

“She’s still breathing. She is. The Saintess will help her. She’ll fix it.”

“R-Really?”

My gaze turned to the Saintess. 

She let out a small sigh.

Her irises briefly turned green—then shifted back to yellow.

“Yes, Erich. Please don’t worry too much. I’ll find a way. I promise.”

But her voice held a shadow of gloom.

***

Meanwhile—

“So, you got your ass handed to you?”

[“I have no excuse.”]

“Haaah.”

The silver-haired, red-eyed vampire swept her hair back, frowning.

“No—surviving at all is something.”

[“Still, this old woman managed to take down at least one.”]

“Didn’t you say earlier that you got two? Niemie, were you lying to me?”

[“I don’t lie. I only speak of what I’m certain of. The man might survive somehow, but the woman—the one said to possess power like a hero—I made sure she wouldn’t be getting back up.”]

“What, you used cordyceps or something?”

Niemie smirked with her wrinkled lips and nodded.

[“Cordyceps is one of my secret techniques. In the summer, it acts like a herb. In the winter, it turns them into our thralls. Even if the Pope himself tried, he couldn’t cure her.”]

Vampire Beficia crossed her legs with a bored expression and wiggled her foot with a hum.

“Fine. You’ve got skills, so I’ll trust you—this time.”

Besides, they were short on labor. 

This wasn’t the old days, when you could just execute someone over a single mistake.

Beficia had no interest in becoming a rigid vampire like her ancestors.

Still, she wasn’t about to give up her dresses.

Beficia rose, the black-and-white ribbons on her dress fluttering as she walked.

One of the deepest places in the Nest—

The Communication Room.

“Niemie.”

[“I’m still here.”]

“Look at this.”

Beficia pointed to the magic stone panel. 

Tiny letters had appeared on it.

“I’ll return within five days once everything is settled. – 28th Legion Commander, Salbira.”

Beficia smiled.

“So after all that dawdling and promising, she’s actually coming? If she doesn’t show this time, I’m just starting the ritual without her. I already sent word—we can’t wait beyond the full moon.”

[“Well, that’s fortunate.”]

“For now, focus on blocking the entrance. Leave the cleanup to her.”

A smile tugged at Niemie’s lips.

She might be just a division commander, but if a naturally gifted legion commander moved directly, those pests wouldn’t stand a chance.

***

A stormy coastline.

A creature stretched as it awoke—upper body of a woman, lower body of a spider. 

Her skin was flawless, her eyes a piercing, chilling red. 

Her body was entirely black, save for her soft human features.

She was strikingly beautiful—


So much so that it became unsettling.

Every man who saw her either fell under her spell or ran away in terror.

[“…I wonder how this human will fare.”]

Arachne, Salbira.

Having arrived on the island, she clicked her eight legs together and vanished into the forest.
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The Valkyrie’s condition was beyond dire—so severe, it defied description.

After a long struggle, the saintess finally let out a sigh.

“The curse has been lifted. But… strange substances remain in her body. I don’t know how to break them down.”

“Let me take a look,” I offered.

Upon examination, I found small, round objects scattered throughout the Valkyrie’s stomach—like seeds. 

No mana could be sensed from them; they had been introduced through physical means.

“This can’t be treated with holy power,” the saintess said. 

“We need more precise surgical tools.”

“You mean this requires surgical intervention,” General Adora muttered.

“It’s similar to the curse I once carried… but still different. This is… horrifying. What kind of magic is this supposed to be?”

With the saintess unable to act, there was nothing more we could do. 

She was no surgeon—if anything, more akin to a priest-apothecary.

I bit my lip.

Was there truly no way?

“Erich, let’s at least eat and think. We’ve all gone without food.”

“I have no appetite.”

“I know you’re worried about Lieutenant Rachael. But you still have to eat to stay alive.”

I sparked a fire using a magic stone, while one of the engineers fetched water from the nearby stream. 

As the director prepared the rations, the saintess began to boil soup.

“We’ve been stranded for almost half a year now. The rainy season will be returning soon.”

In the coming months, rain would fall whenever it pleased. 

We’d have to prioritize repairs on the roof and, if we had time, even try making rain gear.

But for now, all of that had to wait.

I spread my mana and scanned every corner of the Valkyrie’s body. 

The seeds in her stomach had sprouted.

When I reported this to the saintess, her expression darkened immediately.

“No… is it parasitic magic?”

Parasitic magic.

Otherwise known as invasive magic.

The mere name reeked of immorality. 

That was why it was banned in the Magic Kingdom—labeled as forbidden magic. 

Which meant it was both dangerously effective and extremely difficult to counter.

“I’ll try to halt the sprouting with my mana.”

I poured hours into the effort, but it bore no fruit. 

The parasite had already begun drawing nutrients from the Valkyrie’s body—and now it was siphoning my magic as well.

“…Damn.”

This can’t be happening.

I can’t lose you like this.

“Lieutenant, it’s already night. That’s enough for today—get some sleep.”

“Just a little more—”

“That’s an order.”

The director’s tone left no room for argument.

“Holding onto something that isn’t working will only break you. And if you collapse, then it really is the end. You have to know when to compromise.”

“Shouldn’t I do everything I can, while I still can?”

“I’m telling you because you’ve already hit your limit.”

“I’m still fine.”

“…Haa, seriously… senior!”

I blinked at her sudden change in address.

“I’m speaking now not as your superior, but as a fellow alumnus of Laron Academy. Do you even realize what you look like right now? You’re as pale and gaunt as a terminal patient. Honestly, I think you’ll die before this girl does!”

“General…?”

“You said it yourself—I am the general. And as a general, I’ll do everything in my power for you, senior. If you don’t sleep, I won’t hesitate to pull rank and crush you under it. Got it? Now lie down!”

She spat it all out in a rapid-fire barrage, panting as she finally caught her breath.

The saintess and the fox sisters, still awake, were staring at us with blank expressions.

A heavy silence followed.

“…I won’t say it a third time. Lights out.”

Returning to her usual tone, the director ended the conversation.

I laid down instinctively.

But even so, I couldn’t bring myself to leave the Valkyrie’s side. 

I only pretended to sleep, keeping close to her, keeping watch.

I was exhausted.

But sleep would not come.

A brutal insomnia took hold.

How much time passed like that?

Rustle. Rustle.

A foreign sound stirred the air.

“…Haa.”

Then—shing.

The faint ring of a blade being drawn.

Every hair on my body stood on end.

An ambush.

General Adora hadn’t awakened a single person—not even me. She must have been exhausted from staying alert all day, and yet, she was preparing to fight alone.

It was admirable, her desire to protect everyone.
But if she wasn’t at her best, facing the enemy solo could be fatal.

I reached silently for the hip pouch by my bedside, trying to pull out a magic stone.

That’s when the campfire suddenly snuffed out—leaving us in absolute darkness.

Fwoooosh.

A chill wind blew in.

Then came an overwhelming surge of malevolent mana.

Stronger than that old witch-beast we’d faced—by several magnitudes.

A true monster had breached our camp.

The director might lose.

Realizing this, I clenched my teeth and pushed myself upright. 

The saintess and Riyo, who had been sleeping nearby, began to stir with uneasy rustling.

“What… what is that?”

“I have a very bad feeling…”

As members of the Church of the Holy Spirit, they were especially sensitive to such massive concentrations of mana.

I fumbled out a portable glowstone and turned it on.

And there it stood.

A creature with the upper body of a woman… and the lower body of a spider.


By the time I fully registered it, my mouth, arms, and legs were already bound. 

Fine white threads wrapped tightly around me. 

The saintess and Riyo were in the same state.

“Mm!”

The spider-woman’s crimson eyes gleamed in the glowstone’s light. 

She lifted a finger to her lips.

“Shh.”

She whispered softly.

“Keep your voice down. Don’t even think about struggling.”

Among all those bound… I was the only one who heard her speak.

The only one who understood.

And when I locked eyes with her…

I saw not a trace of hostility in her gaze.

“You know you’re in no shape to fight right now, don’t you?”

I nodded. 

It stung to admit it, but it was true.

“I’ll untie the mage first. As soon as you’re free, extinguish the light. If you want to make it off this island alive, you’d better do as I say.”

A flurry of thoughts swirled in my head. 

I quickly ran through the possibilities and came to a conclusion—the creature before us was dangerous, yes, but it wasn’t attacking. 

It didn’t want to fight. 

And we stood no chance if it did.

As soon as my hands were freed with a soft rustle, I did exactly as the creature said and dimmed the light of the mana stone.

“Good.”

The threads around my mouth loosened next, and at last, I could breathe properly. 

But I said nothing.

The silence seemed to please her. 

I heard a satisfied chuckle echo through the darkness.

“You seem like someone I can talk to. The others… I’ll watch them a bit longer before deciding. So just wait.”

Even with my eyes adjusting to the dark, the surroundings remained murky. 

To make things worse, it was a moonless night. 

I couldn’t see the spider-woman, but she could see me.

“You must’ve been pretty shaken, getting ambushed out of nowhere like that. You can speak now.”

“…Who are you Ma’am?”

“…Did you just use honorifics?”

The monster seemed genuinely surprised by my question.

“Why are you being so polite?”

“This is our first meeting, isn’t it?”

“You’re not groveling because your life depends on me?”

“I’m only returning the courtesy you’ve shown me.”

“Hah! You’ve got some spine. Politeness to a monster who ambushed you… I’ve lived a long time, but I’ve only seen that once before.”

She leaned in. 

Pale skin, long black hair, crimson vertical pupils—her head floated in the darkness like a ghostly flame.

A chill ran down my spine.

I fought to keep calm and introduced myself.

“My name is Erich Rohnstein.”

“Rohnstein, huh… I think I’ve heard that somewhere. Has a nice ring to it.”

“It’s a fairly common surname. May I ask for your name?”

“Salbira.”

The creature—Salbira—tapped her finger lightly against my forehead.

“You’re an interesting one. Most people instinctively recoil in disgust or hatred when they see me. But not you.”

“Even if that’s true, how could I judge someone solely by their appearance?”

“So… I’m ugly?”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“Then?”

“I was startled at first, sure, but only because I wasn’t used to it. It’s better now. You have… a unique charm, different from humans.”

“With that silver tongue, I bet you’ve made more than a few women cry.”

Salbira chuckled darkly.

“Feeling a bit more relaxed now?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Then let’s put the chit-chat aside…”

Her tone shifted.

“I’ll keep this brief. I can tell you’ve already pieced some of it together, and we don’t have much time. The reason I attacked you in the middle of the night… was to keep other monsters from noticing you.”

“…You’re saying you’re here to help us?”

“That depends on what you do next.”

Suddenly, something rough was placed in my hand. 

Paper.

“There are too many eyes here, so I can’t talk for long. I’ve given you a map. If you trust me, come to the marked location in four days. It’s within our legion’s territory. Just fight your way through my children a bit and you’ll be fine.”

With that, Salbira pulled away.

Rustle, rustle.

Her footsteps grew faint, then vanished completely—as if she’d never been there.

I waited a moment, then activated the glowstone. 

The captain, the saint, and the fox sisters were still bound.

Now I understood.

The spider monster had tested us—for reasons unknown. 

And I was the only one who passed.

If I’d irritated her even a little, we’d all be dead right now.

I took my knife and began cutting the threads binding the others one by one. 

All three looked like they had plenty to say. 

I told them to breathe first, then built a campfire and had them sit around it.

“What was that thing…?”

“Do I look like I know?”

“She didn’t seem like she wanted to fight… but… she was terrifying. Eek…”


Calm was a distant hope. 

We’d just been hit with a surprise visit from a powerful creature, and now there was a new wrinkle in the story.

Riyo, still breathing nervously, suddenly shouted in alarm.

“Lieutenant Rachael is gone!”

That spider-woman had taken the valkyrie.
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They had installed luminous stones here and there to light up the surroundings. 

In the illuminated area, several mushroom monsters bound with threads writhed in vain. 

From the circumstances, it was clear this was that spider woman’s doing.

“What the heck? If she’s going to help, she should do it properly. Why stop halfway?”

“She likely still needs to maintain the appearance of siding with the monsters.”

After putting the monsters out of their misery, they untied the threads and buried them in the earth.

“Why are we burying them?”

“To get rid of the evidence. Think about it, Daisy. What would the other monsters think if they found out that spider helped us?”

The others had reached the same conclusion.

The spider demon, Salbira, seemed to have the intention to help them. 

But due to her public allegiance, it looked like she was under serious constraints.

“I’m still confused,” murmured the saintess.

“That monster… it had the most wicked aura I’ve ever felt. It could’ve easily ended us earlier. So why didn’t it?”

“That’s what I want to know too,” someone replied.

“What else?”

The four of them discussed the matter, but lacking information, the conversation didn’t last long. 

All they could determine was that—for now—it didn’t see them as enemies.

Miyo asked carefully, “Maybe she has some hidden agenda?”

“Could be. But what’s more important is that she took Valkyrie.”

Hearing that, Commander Adora scowled.

“You’ve been fixated on Valkyrie since we got here. Is she really that important to you?”

“She was already injured when she was taken. It’d be stranger not to worry.”

“Well… fair point, I guess.”

I unfolded the map the spider woman had given me.

As expected, the island was shaped like a dumbbell. 

Two round landmasses connected by a narrow stretch. 

The lower half was marked in white, the upper in gray.

“We’re here, in the White Sands. That gray area up top is the Black Sands,” the commander said, pointing to each region in turn.

“The general told me that the Black Sands are corrupted by tainted monsters. The forest is so polluted, even the trees and soil have turned a dull ash color. In short…”

A pause.

“…a Demon Realm.”

“It’s the Demon Realm. A place where everything’s been twisted by demonic energy. If we’re not fully prepared, we might not make it back.”

I’d encountered a demon realm once before—when we fought that plant monster. 

The mana was thick, damp, and cold. 

Definitely not your typical tropical forest.

Recalling that battle with Alraune sent a chill down my spine.

I didn’t want to go.

Honestly, I was scared.

But with Valkyrie kidnapped, we didn’t have a choice.

“So… what do we do now?” 

Someone asked.

“We go. As quickly as we can,” said another. “Remember the vow we made at the year-end gathering? That all of us would survive and return home.”

“Major Rachael saved us more than once. We foxkin never forget a debt. Erich is important, but so is everyone else.”

“Sergeant says he’s in too,” someone added.

The saintess gently stroked Riyo’s hair and looked to the commander.

“Giffold, what about you?”

“…I…”

The commander wore a dumbfounded expression.

“You’re not scared? Any of you? This is the Demon Realm. One wrong step and you’re dead.”

“I’ve been to a demon realm before,” I said.

“Where?”

“Another island. I almost died, but I made it back. Wouldn’t call it a fun experience.”

“Then why go back?”

“I already told you. We all swore we’d return alive. If we abandon Major Rachael just to save ourselves, none of us could live with that.”

The commander let out a hollow laugh.

“You’re all insane. Reckless to the extreme.”

“I wasn’t always like this. I learned this recklessness from Erich. If you want to scold someone, talk to your own subordinate.”

She turned to me, eyes narrowing.

“You’re going?”

“Of course.”

“Even if I order you not to?”

“If the order’s unreasonable, I won’t follow it.”

“You don’t think it’s dangerous?”

“Was the battlefield ever safe?”

The commander fell silent.

“I still don’t know why this war started. Or what we were supposed to protect. Watching my comrades die just left me feeling empty. I’m sure it was the same for the soldiers from the Holy Spirit Kingdom.”

“Major…”

“But this time is different. If there’s a chance to save Valkyrie, I’ll take it. I don’t want any more regrets. If I can save even one person, I will. This time, we have a purpose, we’re not betraying our morals, and we’re fighting for something bigger than ourselves. There’s no reason not to do it.”

“You sound like some ancient hero.”

“Didn’t you know? Every soldier is a hero.”

“Hah!”

The commander smacked her forehead and chuckled. 

Then she grabbed my shoulder and leaned in, pretending to shake me while whispering in my ear.

“Let’s go, senior. I’ll protect you.”

Just great. 

Another lunatic who doesn’t value their life.

At dawn, we set off in a forced march. 

We crossed the White Sands and finally entered the Demon Realm. 

Just like the commander described—and as we already expected—the forest turned a deep, ashen gray.


Who knew how long we walked?

As we neared our destination, the trees began to shimmer with color.

“There are spiderwebs all over,” someone noted.

“We must be in the spider’s domain.”

“Over there!” 

Riyo, who had been scouting ahead, pointed forward.

“Enemies incoming!”

We immediately took up battle positions.

Moments after Riyo’s warning, a spider monster the size of a large hound appeared.

Shhhk… sshhk.

The creature didn’t approach beyond a certain distance. 

It raised its razor-sharp forelegs into a slashing pose several times, then slowly backed away.

“It ran off.”

“Was it trying to lure us somewhere?”

“This one’s completely different from the monsters we’ve faced so far.”

As my comrades voiced their thoughts, I listened to the voices of the stones.

“I’m worried about Rachael.”

“Do not worry, my lady. Knowing Erich’s personality, he will rescue her no matter what.”

“Oh yes, absolutely. Our senior is a man of action. All you need to do is watch in silence.”

“Huh? Weren’t you two just cheering for those other girls?”

“That’s an entirely different matter, isn’t it?”

“Oh my.”

They’re saying strange things again.

The Saintess asked,

“Check the map. Aren’t we almost there?”

“Yes.”

At last, the narrow forest path opened into a clearing. 

It was the first time they’d come across such an open space. 

Giant spiders scurried back and forth, weaving thick strands of silk. 

Their movements were precise—almost militaristic.

“Are they… building something?”

When else would one get to witness monsters engaged in construction?

While that thought lingered, a familiar face emerged from between the trees—the spider woman, Salbira.

Our eyes met.

“Fire.”

Silk shot from her hands as she spun a web above our heads, casting an instant shadow that dimmed the sunlight. 

The air grew cool and heavy.

“Why are you here?”

“Did you take our companion?”

“Yes. I distinctly said to return in four days.”

“Our friend was abducted while she was gravely ill. How could we possibly wait four days? What if something happened before then—were we just supposed to let her die?”

“And you’re not exactly in perfect condition either.”

“Rachael is worse off.”

“Aren’t you afraid of me? Of what I might be plotting? You should’ve taken time to prepare at the very least.”

“We know you’re stronger than all of us combined. If you wanted, you could kill us all right here. Isn’t that right?”

“Exactly.”

Salbira pulled red silk from her hands, taking a battle stance.

At once, the commander unsheathed his sword and stepped forward. 

Riyo and the Saintess flanked me, forming the formation we’d rehearsed.

“You fools.”

Her gaze swept over each of us.

“You know how powerful I am. Why act so recklessly? Don’t you value your lives?”

“We do. But human lives are brief, unlike yours.”

At that, her brow twitched.

“Our kind is considered long-lived if we reach a hundred. Compared to the eternity of the cosmos, it’s nothing. Whether we live one more day or one less, that’s the bittersweetness of life, isn’t it?”

“It’s not about how long you live. What matters is how—and with whom—you live. And when the time comes, with whom you die.”

The Saintess muttered a quiet prayer. 

I felt a surge of strength wash over my weary body. 

It was as if everyone had silently resolved: if we fight, we fight here. 

If we die, we die together.

Why were we willing to go this far?

We’d already brushed with death so many times—against the sirens, the ghouls, the alraune and the tree dolls, and even a demon lord who controlled golems. 

In that last fight, we would’ve perished had it not been for the stones’ intervention. 

Maybe we’d become resigned to fate back then.

If there’s a chance to live, we’ll take it.

But if one of us is to die—then we die together.

“Humans are strange. Always choosing the most foolish paths.”

“And what makes this foolish? I’d say it’s the wise choice.”

“Oh? In what way?”

“If even one of us dies, the rest won’t survive long anyway. Better to die here together, with honor, than be picked off one by one until only one remains, dying alone.”

“Yeah. I’d rather not lose my mind burying one friend after another.”

“She’s right. If we die like this, we’ll all be smiling together in heaven. The goddesses will watch over our souls.”

Salbira looked genuinely startled.

“…Impressive.”

Shrrrp.

She retracted her silk and relaxed her stance.


“Your friend is lying over there. My little ones are taking very good care of her, just as I said. We’re monitoring her condition. Wait here a little longer, and then you may go in.”

“Can’t we come in and see for ourselves?”

“Are humans incapable of waiting even a short while?”

“As I mentioned—our lifespans are short.”

At that, she laughed—a warm, gentle smile not fitting for a monster.
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As we entered the place the spider-woman Salbira had mentioned, we found the Valkyrie lying on a bed woven from silk threads.

“Erich?”

“Hey, are you okay?”

The Valkyrie tried to sit up, but her posture soon collapsed.

“Ugh… no, I’m… I’m not okay.”

The spores had spread more severely than the day before.

Following us in, Salbira spoke calmly.

“Your companion has been afflicted by a forbidden spell called Cordyceps. It’s a unique magic created by the Witch of Calamity. From spring to autumn, the body becomes as immobile as a plant. Then in winter, the seed inside her will sprout—ripping through her insides as it emerges.”

“And after that… what happens?”

“She’ll either die, or turn into a monster.”

At those words, both the commander and Miyo widened their eyes in horror.

“That spell… it’s said to be usable only once per year. And she used it on her? Unless there’s a reason…”

If anyone knew, it would be the Valkyrie or the Saint who had fought her directly.

We relayed what the spider-woman said, and both of them muttered the same word.

“Hero?”

Apparently, the Witch of Calamity had asked the Valkyrie if she was a descendant of the Hero.

“Not metaphorically? You mean the Hero from centuries ago?”

“Yes.”

The Saint nodded solemnly.

“It must be because she’s blessed by the Goddess of War. Lieutenant Rachael’s divine power is strong—enough to resemble the Hero. Perhaps the Witch mistook her for one of his bloodline and used her trump card in desperation.”

Either way, our mission was clear.

We had to lift the forbidden curse from the Valkyrie.

“Most of the curse has already been neutralized.”

“Thanks to the Saint.”

“But slowing the curse isn’t enough. Injecting divine power won’t save her. Unless the seed lodged in her digestive system is removed, she will die. If we can extract it, though, she’ll recover quickly.”

Salbira then offered two options.

“The first is to cut open her abdomen and remove the seed from her organs.”

“That’s far too dangerous!”

“Exactly. Given the poor conditions here, and your lack of proper surgical tools, it’s practically suicide. So I recommend the second method—though it’ll put you in grave danger instead.”

She pointed to the sky—or more precisely, the mountain peak just below it.

“At the summit of that mountain grows a herb called Snow White Grass. It’s white and radiant, easy to spot even for fools. Bring it to me, and I’ll make a potion that dissolves only the seed.”

“Excuse me,” Miyo interrupted, frowning.

“If you’re trying to help, why not just go get it yourself? Why put us in danger? What’s your real motive?”

“Because that mountain is the Witch of Calamity’s domain.”

“Oh…”

“Does that answer your question?”

Salbira slowly stepped back. 

She sighed several times before speaking again in a low voice.

“There’s nowhere else I can talk with humans safely. Every other place belongs to someone—or something—else. If you’re going to climb that mountain, leave at night. It’ll be safer from the monsters roaming the wild.”

Despite further conversation, Salbira remained vague about her own identity. 

Even when questioned directly, she’d only repeat that we would understand when the time came.

Who was this spider-woman? 

Why would a monster help us? 

None of our questions had answers, but the time to decide was drawing near.

Night fell.

After much discussion, we decided to split into two teams.

To care for the Valkyrie, the Saint and the fox sisters would remain behind. 

Meanwhile, I would accompany General Adora on an expedition to retrieve the Snowwhite Grass.

“Are you sure about this?”

“We’ll need to move fast. Don’t worry, we’ll return soon. Besides, Colonel Carsten should be here in case the Valkyrie worsens.”

“Riyo could climb the mountain just fine…”

“You’re better off staying and making tools.”

Truthfully, any team composition would be problematic. Ours was the most balanced we could manage.

This pairing also reflected the General’s wishes, to an extent.

She still felt guilty about failing to protect me last time. As she examined her blade, she asked:

“Lieutenant, what about the stones?”

“I’m taking the golems Riyo made.”

Riyo had been tinkering whenever she had spare time. 

True to her skills, she managed to build two prototypes in just half a day.

They were floating drone-like golems powered by levitating stones.

General Adora’s mouth dropped open.

“You… really made these by yourself?”

“Doesn’t your Magi-nation have this kind of tech? Lame.”

Still, we only had two of them, so we had to choose who would accompany us.

Ideally, we needed someone dependable.

Thus, we chose the former battalion leader Kallon and a Valkyrie named Livia.

Click.

When the mana stones were inserted into their circuits, the golems stirred and began to speak.

“This is going to be a rough ride.”
“Indeed. Heh.”

From what we’d overheard during earlier conversations, it seemed Kallon had grown close to Olivia.

“David, hold your position.”

“Yes, sir!”

“Daisy, we’re counting on you.”

“I’ll keep an eye on Rachael. Just hurry back.”

This journey would be harder and more dangerous than any before. A single mistake, and I might never return.
Should I say my goodbyes in advance?

As that thought crossed my mind, a voice called out from behind.

“Erich.”

It was the Saintess.

Come to think of it, when did she start calling me by name?

“You must, absolutely must come back alive. Promise me, okay?”

“I understand.”

“Just in case… may I ask one thing?”

“Yes, anything.”

“Hug me.”

The Saintess rose slightly on her toes and reached out her arms.
It was a surprising request, but not an unexpected one. I had some idea of how she felt about me.


I embraced Tiria.

Perhaps it was the height difference, but she felt small and delicate in my arms.
Her trembling back, barely perceptible, synced with the faint thumping of her heart.

Tiria buried her face in my chest.
Though we exchanged no words, I knew exactly what she was trying to say.

Then, a warm sensation pressed gently against my back.

I knew who it was without even turning around. The scent gave it away—
a fox beastkin.

“…Haaah…”

I had no choice but to accept their clinging affections.
After all, this might be the last time we’d see each other.

Night fell, deep and heavy.

“Time to go.”

“Wait a moment. I must see Valkyrie’s face before I leave.”

I stepped into the makeshift tent woven from silk thread.
In the dim light, Valkyrie’s complexion looked worse than ever.
True to her nickname Cordyceps of the Forbidden, it really seemed like she was turning into a plant.

Her eyelids slowly opened.

“…Erich?”

Now that I think about it, she’s calling me by name too.

“I’m going into the mountains to find the herb that’ll save you. It’s not just a little hill, so I don’t know how long I’ll be gone.”

“No. Don’t go. Don’t go…”

“Try not to die while I’m gone.”

“Stay… stay by my side…”

Her weak, trembling voice made my chest ache.

Without another word, I turned and walked out.

Even as Rachael cried out my name, begging me not to go, I didn’t look back.

When I return, I’ll stay by your side until you’re sick of me, you stubborn woman.

Erich left.

In his absence, the silence that followed was suffocating—crushing loneliness took its place.

Her lungs burned. Her stomach felt as if it were tearing apart.

Sure, the cursed seal was likely to blame, but Rachael could bear that much pain.

The Saintess Tiria had spoken earlier.

She had said Erich and Adora left to find Whiteflower Herb to treat her illness.

And that, although still uncertain, a monster with great power was assisting them.

“…Haaah.”

What’s going on? What is all of this?

There was no time to make sense of anything.

The pain. The helplessness. The aching heart—it was too much.

That’s when Tiria came in.

“General.”

“…Colonel.”

“I’m here to heal you.”

Tiria’s divine power filled the air.

“This won’t lift the curse, but I can delay it. Here—some painkiller. I boiled it down so it’s easier to drink. Please, even if it’s hard, try.”

Rachael struggled to sip the herbal liquid.
Just a few gulps, but each one felt like swallowing nails.

“What about the others…?”

“Sergeant Lio is standing guard outside.
As for the monster who offered to help—it’s holed up inside a large cocoon. Hasn’t moved since.”

“And Erich… the mage?”

“I told you, didn’t I? He went up the mountain with Director Giford to gather the Whiteflower Herb.”

She knew. But she still needed to hear it again.

That mountain range was said to be the heart of the Demon Zone.

It was also the stronghold of the Calamity Witch—the one Rachael had once fought.

The thought that today’s glimpse of his face might be the last…

That if he died, it would be her fault… 

That thought alone—

“Colonel… What am I supposed to do?”

“What do you mean?”

“I miss that bastard so much, it’s driving me insane…”

Tiria let out a long, quiet sigh.

Brokenheart was her rival in love.

But that didn’t mean she wanted her dead.

As a fellow citizen, a follower of the same faith, a comrade who endured countless hardships together— she wanted Rachael to live. 

To finally, after everything, be happy.

“If you want to see him again… then breathe. Don’t give up, no matter how hard it gets. Stay alive. And…”

Tiria took Rachael’s trembling hand and bowed her head.

“Let’s pray together—for Erich to come back safely.”


Her voice, shaking with emotion, carried all the way outside.
Sergeant Lio, who was on watch, perked up her ears and clasped her hands in prayer.

Inside the cocoon woven from white thread—

“Human… humans…”

The creature, Salbira, repeated the same word over and over.

“…Zeraem Rohnstein, the one you spoke of—what are humans, really?”
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Most of the conversation along the way belonged to Olivia and Kalon. 

Adora and I were too exhausted from the climb to waste energy on talking. 

And with monsters lurking nearby, it wasn’t wise to raise our voices anyway.

Still, the audio wasn’t empty. I wasn’t bored.

“I suppose flying like a bird takes some getting used to.”

“True, but still… being able to fly is amazing. Surely it’s a blessing from the goddess who guided the Holy Spirit Nation’s engineering.”

“Miss Olivia, the reason we can fly is because of the levistones. That’s technology from the Magic Nation.”

“But they were crafted by someone from the Holy Spirit Nation, so why don’t we just call it a fifty-fifty contribution?”

“Argh, I can’t take this anymore. Shut it!”

General Adora let out a soft chuckle.

“You two get along well. It’s like you’re about to get married.”

“That’s not something I want to hear from you.”

We continued walking through the night, the mood light despite our fatigue.

All I could think about was how we needed to reach the mountain summit as soon as possible. 

Every time the thought of resting crossed my mind, Valkyrie’s face would rise unbidden. 

And then—my legs would keep moving.

Why am I doing this?

Was I acting like some idiot—burdened by guilt toward that woman, or worse, falling for her?

The truth was, I was only using her to escape this goddamned island—and being used by her in turn. 

That was all. 

Ours was a relationship built on false trust, and it was never meant to go beyond that.

And yet, somehow, here we were.

Now… I was just hoping Rachael survived. 

I was hoping she would be happy.

“Damn it.”

The roles had completely reversed.

“Major.”

General Adora’s voice shattered my spiral of thought.

“Combat prep. Monsters incoming.”

By the time we reached halfway up the mountain, we’d already fought five times.

“It’s probably time for a break,” Olivia said gently.

“If you overexert yourself trying to save others, you end up saving no one. Efficiency comes from proper rest,” added Kallon.

Heeding their advice, we slumped against a nearby boulder. Adora, breathing hard, managed to speak.

“Any water left?”

“You finished yours already, ma’am?”

“I’ve been running harder than you, haven’t I?”

I nodded and handed over my canteen. Then, Adora did something unexpected. She lifted it to her lips and drank straight from it.

As I silently watched, she sighed and set it down.

“Oh.”

“…It’s nothing.”

She probably didn’t even realize what she’d done. Best to let it go.

A chilly breeze swept past us.

“It’s colder up here than below.”

“The mana density must be higher. If it rains, we’ll catch a cold for sure.”

“Don’t jinx it. Words have power.”

“I’m just preparing for the worst. We should note a few places to rest along the path.”

“I’ve already been eyeing a few caves along the way.”

“Then we’ll be fine.”

Just then, grrrgle—a stomach growled. Adora pressed a hand to her belly and gave me a sidelong glance.

“Not hungry?”

“I am.”

“Well, all we’ve got are hardtack and a few candies.”

She opened a pouch and pulled out a square piece of hardtack, holding it up near my mouth.

“I can eat it myself.”

“Don’t make me hold it forever.”

Faced with this light threat, I gave in and took it from her. 

Adora’s teasing didn’t end until we’d finished our meager meal.

“You served in the Army before being commissioned into the Air Force, didn’t you?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Eating this stuff bring back memories of summer training?”

“It does. This dry-as-hell biscuit—I had to soften it with sweat and spit just to swallow. My canteen was already empty, and I thought I’d choke to death. I remember cursing nonstop in my head back then…”

“Your canteen was empty? Didn’t you get resupplied?”

“I did. But I gave most of it to my squadmates suffering from heatstroke. It ran out fast.”

“What?”

Adora suddenly burst into laughter.

“You really are a sucker. Now I finally get why you’re climbing this mountain.”

“They were on the verge of collapse. What else could I do? I was thirsty too, but I didn’t want to share with anyone.”

“Hah… and yet you still gave it away. That’s not just camaraderie… that’s what they call being soft-hearted, right?”

Soft-hearted.

That phrase—how many times had I heard that before?

“Act tough in front of everyone, but quietly look out for others behind the scenes. Women love guys like that.”

“…That’s not about me. Just something a friend said.”

Adora pulled a piece of chewing gum from her pocket.

“Dessert. Want one?”

“Aren’t we running low?”

“Yeah. Gotta chew it sparingly.”

“Then you should have it.”

“No way. I’ve only been stuck here for a couple of weeks, but you’ve been cut off from civilization for months. You should be the one to enjoy it.”

“No, it’s fine.”

“No, it’s not.”

The General and I went back and forth, trying to yield to one another, until we finally compromised—splitting it in half.

“Looks like we’ll be sharing today’s fortune, huh?”

“What does it say?”

“Hold on.”

After imbuing it with a bit of magic and rolling the fortune stick between her fingers, the General burst into laughter.

Curious about what was so funny, I peeked at the wrapping—and sure enough, it was hard not to laugh.

“Starting today, you’ll face a string of hardships. Make sure to lean on the person beside you. With their support, you’ll be able to overcome any adversity.”

The General tapped my shoulder lightly before resting her head against it.


“Let’s hope this fortune is right.”

The climb continued.

The slope grew steeper, and cliffs became more frequent. 

We had to watch our steps with increasing care. 

The thickening fog reduced the effectiveness of Kalon and Olivia’s scouting, and finding the right path took longer than expected.

Three days passed, yet we hadn’t even finished ascending—let alone begun our descent. 

We had to scavenge for food along the way and find caves to rest in and shake off the weariness of travel.

But the greatest problem… was the monsters.

By now, I’d lost count of how many battles we’d fought.

Each time, the General and I joined forces to fend them off. 

But the continuous fighting was taking its toll—our exhaustion made it harder to stay focused.

And eventually, I made a mistake.

“Kgh!”

“General!”

I failed to detect the thorn flying through the fog.

We did manage to defeat the monster that had launched the attack. 

But in her effort to shield me, the General took the hit instead.

“Damn it.”

“I’m sorry… It was because of me—”

“I’m fine. As long as you’re not hurt.”

She groaned, clutching her bleeding left arm.

“We still have the herbs and bandages the Saintess gave us. Let’s treat it and observe the wound before moving again.”

I followed the instructions the Saintess had taught me. 

As I worked, the General muttered:

“That woman really has been a huge help.”

“She’s our party’s medic, after all.”

“Yeah, she’s someone to be grateful for. But to me, you’re my first doctor.”

“All done. Any discomfort?”

“Here.”

She pressed at her solar plexus, grimacing.

“Must be from climbing with you for so long… My heart feels tight. Like it might burst.”

“You’re not serious.”

“It’s not a curse. Or maybe it is? Who knows.”

I sighed.

“We’re close to the summit. Just a little further. Once we find the herbs, we can head back and rest. I’ll even humor your jokes then.”

“In that case, guess I’ll push on.”

We stood and pressed forward.

After an exhausting 80-hour climb, we finally found the correct path and reached the summit.

Beyond lay meadows and fields.

Vibrant flowers and fruits, mushrooms and herbs—all growing in harmony.

“Beautiful.”

It felt as if every plant in the world had gathered here.

“If the view was the goal, then this trip was a bargain,” the General said with a smirk.

Even the golems beside us paused, mesmerized by the scenery.

“Now we just need to find the Soebaek herb and return.”

And then—

[“I knew it.”]

A voice we’d heard once or twice before.

Chilled by the malevolent aura, we turned instinctively.

There was no mistaking the speaker. 

The crone-shaped monster—the one who had done that to Rachael. 

The Witch of Calamity.

[“To think you fought through the forces I stationed here and made it all the way to the top. Impressive.”]

She straightened her hunchbacked posture, tilting her head grotesquely.

[“But your admirable persistence ends here. Even at your best, the two of you couldn’t handle me. And now, exhausted and worn—”]

[“Wrong. There’s four of us.”]

[“…What?”]

From behind us, two drones soared into the air, revealing their hidden turrets.


Click.

[“The magical science of the Arcane Federation is second to none—!!”]

FWOOSH!

Stored firestones ignited in a blaze, engulfing the witch.

[“Whoa. Now that was a chant.”]
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The fire is fair before all life.

Given just a little oxygen, it consumes anything.

“Kyaaaaah!”

I had been saving my mana stone.

For this very moment.

The warmth radiating from it began to drive out the chill of the magic field.

“H-How dare you…!”

‘I care deeply about how well mushrooms are cooked. This side wasn’t evenly done.’

“Kyaaah!”

Even Adora, the General, flinched at the sight of the unending blaze.

“That fox… What the hell did she give her?”

“My girl’s got a bit of talent.”

“…Your girl?”

“I taught her myself.”

I remembered something Riyo once told me.

If our bond ever grew heavier, she’d make me a rifle, not just a crossbow.

Well, this wasn’t a rifle—but it was better.

It showed just how the fox sisters viewed me. 

After all she had done for me, I had no choice but to make it back alive.

“General.”

Adora nodded.

“Stand behind me, Lieutenant.”

She raised her jindo blade.

“They’re too busy burning to react. We have to behead her now—can you match me?”

“Of course.”

To finish this without surprises, I had to use that magic. 

It would take time to prepare, but if the General could buy it for me, victory was assured.

I took a deep breath to calm myself.

I hadn’t fought in sync with the General often, but I still felt confident.

I drew the mana stone and poured in all the power I had.

And then—

Rumble.

Dark clouds suddenly gathered in the sky. And then—

Swoooosh!

“W-What?”

“Goddess… Is this really the time?”

The flames clinging to the old woman’s body were doused in an instant.

A biting wind surged in, sending Kalon and Olivia staggering.

The two drones lost their balance and fell.

The General clicked her tongue and stepped forward.

CLANG!

The old woman parried her blade.

“…Foolish. Truly foolish. You don’t even know why they call this old woman the ‘Witch of Calamity,’ do you?”

Heh heh heh.

A chilling laugh climbed up my spine.

“Witches were always strange beings. They twisted the weather, deceived people, and survived death… We’re that kind of creature.”

I could sense it—a faint tremor in the mana.

“Did she… use spores to condense the steam?”

“What kind of magic even is that?”

The charred crone bared her rotting teeth.

She stomped the ground like a dancer.

CHANG!

The General’s blade was knocked aside.

The old woman swung her hand. Her nails, shriveled like black fungus, writhed and bent at strange angles.

“With such sluggish moves, you’ll nev—”

“That’s just an illusion.”

Thunk!

A sharp needle pierced the General’s left leg.

“Aaagh!”

“That upward slash? A distraction. I struck your leg first—you can’t run now, can you?”

“Pierce her.”

She tilted her head, dodging my spell.

The General staggered back, barely maintaining her balance.

But then—

Thud!

She stabbed her jindo into the ground and held herself upright.

“…Well, fine.”

Her shoulders twitched, her legs trembled.

I couldn’t see her face, but I knew she was grimacing.

My heart lurched—but I stayed calm.

I concealed my mana and continued charging the mana stones that would finish this.

The General spoke.

“Deceit and trickery are the virtues of a mage, they say.”

The Witch of Calamity frowned.

Despite the clear injury to her leg, the General stood there, grinning faintly.

She drew her jindo from the ground and muttered low.

“By the way… why aren’t you using spatial magic? If you used it like last time, you could wipe us out. But sitting here dawdling? That’s boring.”

She couldn’t use the labyrinth again—not yet.

She hadn’t restored enough strength.

Her totems were destroyed, and rebuilding them would take time.

Until then, she’d have to rely on simple spells and bare-handed combat.

But she couldn’t reveal that weakness.

“This place nurtures all the herbs needed for His resurrection. It is a sanctuary. To use such powerful magic here… would defile its purity.”

“Ah, so you’re just scared, huh?”

“…This old body may not be what it once was, but taking care of the likes of you two without the labyrinth is no trouble.”

“Then let’s see it.”

Whoosh!

As she approached the General, the male officer fired off magic like a swarm of gnats.

“You won’t get any closer to the General.”

“You’re protecting a woman already doomed to die…”

I sent a spore spell toward him.

The female officer blocked it with her own magic.

“If you want to kill the Lieutenant, you’ll have to go through me. Don’t you understand order?”

I was starting to get annoyed.

The witch had already taken serious damage from the earlier fire.

Any sudden movement might split her skin and send pus pouring out.


The rain helped cool her down, but it wasn’t enough.

“I was saving this… because it shortens my lifespan.”

No choice.

I had to end this quickly. Then rest.

“…”

I spoke to the demon.

And demanded:

“In exchange for shaving away my lifespan, grant me the power to crush these fools before me.”

A tremor echoed in my ears like the world was shaking.

I felt like I was floating alone in a vast void, all my senses pierced by it.

Moments later, a demon wandering the higher realms answered the plea of a speck.

“It shall be done.”

That’s when it began.

The power surged.

Snap.

I felt something tear away from me.

It was probably my soul… my life.

I didn’t care.

That was the price from the start—the moment I offered myself as a sacrifice.

Deals with demons were like addictive painkillers.

Right now, I felt no pain at all.

The witch charged forward.

CRACKKKK!

Her hand struck like a blade, piercing through the female officer’s limbs and neck in one motion.

It happened in a flash. 

The woman couldn’t even scream.

Her vocal cords were destroyed. 

She collapsed with a shove.

“Guh… urgh…”

The witch’s other, charred hand came down on her face.

SPLAT!

The officer’s face caved in. 

Her body went limp.

She had died from the shock to her brain.

It was irritating, how even in death her looks remained intact.

But it didn’t matter.

She lifted her head, eyes narrowing in the direction where the male officer should have been.

She had no idea how he’d learned about the Whiteflower Herb, but there was no way—absolutely no way—she’d hand over the medicinal herb that could revive the hero’s bloodline.

[“G?”]

Gone.

In the next moment, a chilling presence crept up behind her.

No way…

[“……!”]

Teleportation magic.

And illusion magic.

He’d used both at once.

But when? 

Since when had she been standing still, unmoving? 

Illusion magic was forbidden, wasn’t it? 

Why would an official mage of the Mage Kingdom dare use a forbidden art?

Could it be… because of that Siren?

The Siren of the Merman Isles had been a formidable monster. 

Had he truly defeated her?

While questions tangled into more questions, the illusion unraveled.

And suddenly, a high-ranking officer of the Mage Kingdom was charging straight toward her. 

Blood streamed down from his left leg, but he didn’t slow. 

If anything, he was gaining speed.

“Deceit and trickery are a mage’s virtues.”

Ah. 

Of course. 

It was then.

They had come here, just the two of them—there was no way they wouldn’t have prepared a trump card. 

That drone earlier had been the first. 

This attack was the second.

And even if she endured this one, a third was surely waiting.

Even the female soldier giving up her leg had been intentional. 

A calculated move to make them seem clumsy and uncoordinated, like last time. 

If that had been the plan, then they had baited her perfectly.

So thorough. So cruelly precise.

“Falling Bloom.”

“Illuminate the path.”

Shhk.

The blade carved through her neck and torso. 

From the sundered wound, cursed flames erupted.

***

The floating spores in the air slowly began to settle. 

The Witch of Calamity had fallen.

“Ugh.”

General Adora collapsed, her body pushed beyond its limits. 

I rushed over and caught her before she hit the ground.

“Are you alright?”

“If I look alright to you, then you need your eyes checked… Ugh…”

“Why did you act on your own like that? That wasn’t in the plan, was it?”

“I figured she’d only drop her guard if I took a hit. Looks like it worked.”

Adora chuckled, tapping the old hag’s corpse with the tip of her sword.

“Didn’t stab her quite right, huh?”

“Maybe. You’re bleeding a lot.”

“Dizzy?” 

I asked.

“Nope.”

Right as she said it, her head leaned heavily against my body.

“Damn it… the world’s spinning.”

I knew this would happen.

As the Witch of Calamity perished, the storm clouds above dispersed. 

The rain ceased. 

Kalon and Olivia hovered above us, their drones whirring softly.

[“Phew, finally we can fly again.”]

[“We’ll search around for the Whiteflower Herb. Ronstein, focus on treating that woman.”]

I nodded. 

Thank the heavens we weren’t alone.

The amount of blood Adora was losing wasn’t trivial.

A major artery might’ve been hit. If it continued, she might die. 

The thought sent a chill through me.

Die? 

Adora?

The first face that came to mind was that of my superior officer—General Tetmon Giffold. 

He wasn’t as legendary as General Abraham Dietz, but I’d worked with him a lot during my service. 

Gruff on the outside, but a good man at heart.

And this was his daughter.

She might die. 

Because of me. 

Because she tried to protect me.

Just thinking that made every nerve in my body stand on end.

No. 

No matter what happens—I won’t let her die.

Relying on my officer training and what I’d learned from the Saintess, I began emergency treatment. 

I pressed hard on her thigh to stem the bleeding, tore a strap from my hip pouch to make a makeshift tourniquet, and applied hemostatic ointment from the Saintess’s medical kit.


[“Erich! We found the Whiteflower Herb!”]

[“There’s something glowing white over there!”]

Leaving Adora lying flat, I rushed over to gather the herbs, stuffing them into my pack until it was full.

We’d done what we came to do.

Now, we just had to get General Adora back to the Saintess for proper treatment.
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Human life is surprisingly tenacious—yet at the same time, it can vanish in the blink of an eye.

That’s why I believed the General wouldn’t die so easily. 

And yet, I also couldn’t shake the fear that she might die just as easily. 

With that gnawing anxiety, I descended the mountain slope.

Olivia, who knew a bit of biology, said it was damage to the femoral artery.

If it hadn’t been treated properly, she could’ve died within minutes. 

Fortunately, we seemed to have passed that critical point.

But it was far too early to relax.

Now, I had to worry about progressive blood loss and sepsis. 

I’d done what I could for first aid, but the hygiene here was abysmal. The risk of infection loomed constantly.

“Huff, huff…”

Still holding the half-unconscious General in my arms, I ran.

Every time her complexion grew darker by the second, my heart plummeted, and I pushed myself to run even faster—until I finally twisted my ankle in the rush.

I couldn’t stop.

Even if one leg was busted, I had to limp my way down on the other.

What finally halted me wasn’t my own injury—but the cold fog and the wet rain clouds rolling in.

The damned rainy season had begun.

‘This… really isn’t going to work.’

“There’s a cave over there. We should regroup and wait for the rain to pass before moving on.”

My heart was already down the mountain, but the situation wasn’t giving me a choice.

I entered the cave. 

Once I confirmed no monsters or wild beasts were inside, I carefully laid the General down.

“Illuminate.”

As soon as I activated the makeshift glowstone, dizziness hit me.

Mana exhaustion—again. 

I’d used magic while already at my limit, and now the nausea surged like a tide.

Spitting a dry gulp onto the cave floor, I began peeling off the General’s rain-soaked clothes, one piece at a time.

“…Excuse me.”

I undressed the General. 

Then I undressed myself.

I knew it was purely an emergency measure, and yet… my body reacted instinctively. 

I had been living in abstinence for months now. 

Biting down on my lip, I suppressed the urge.

“You’re cold, aren’t you?”

The General gave a faint nod.

“Mm…”

I apologized once more and wrapped myself around her naked form.

Her body had lost a great deal of warmth from the rain—mine too, for that matter. 

But hers was worse. 

She had lost blood, after all.

We shared body heat in silence for a while.

Whether it was a blessing or the beginning of more trouble, I didn’t know. 

But the General’s body was gradually warming.

“My coat—bring it over.”

“It’s soaked.”

“I know. Just need something to get food out of the pack.”

I didn’t ask further and fetched her a piece of bubblegum.

I’d noticed over the past few days: she chewed gum when anxious or stifled.

Just as I thought, when I brought it close, she drew it into her mouth with her lips.

“Fortune reading.”

“I don’t have the mana to activate the circuit right now.”

“Later, then.”

She let out a sigh.

“Rescuing a woman from an enemy country… what the hell are we doing?”

“Exactly.”

“Still… if you compare this to all the sins I’ve committed, it’s not much of a punishment.”

“You’ve committed no crimes, General.”

“No… I’ve taken too many lives. If you disobey the Führer, you die. I was afraid of that.”

“That’s understandable. Who in the world values another’s life more than their own? Even if you made a selfish decision, no one could blame you.”

“That’s your opinion.”

The truth was, I knew. 

I’d heard bits and pieces from General Dietz: the Sevenfold Circle had been deeply involved in war crimes under the Führer.

Whether it was intentional or not, the law would only care that she was part of it. 

If the Empire lost, she’d face trial and likely serve a sentence.

“Human life is… a thing you wish for one more day of…”

“…and yet, one day less can still feel like enough.”

The General forced a smile.

“The reason I followed you this time… it wasn’t anything noble. I just… wanted to atone. Even a little. For everything I did as a member of the Circle.”

“But it wasn’t your will, was it?”

“If I ever face a war crimes tribunal… you’ll be my only defense, won’t you?”

“I’ll probably be in the cell with you.”

“Hah.”

We fell into silence. 

Only the soft sound of her chewing gum lingered.

Though her physical strength had run dry, her mana reserve was still intact. 

Lying down, she practiced Mirkil—a spell for transferring mana—and gave me some. 

The concentration was uneven, so she must have been struggling.

Even when I tried to refuse, saying I was fine, she insisted. 

Thanks to that, I felt a little better.


But the cold was the real issue.

The mountain air was chilly, and the rain only made it worse. 

It climbed up my back like icy fingers.

Our clothes showed no signs of drying, and at this rate, we might die from exposure.

Eating something would’ve helped, but in this torrential downpour, there was no way to gather food.

That’s when she spoke, voice soft and sluggish.

“Senpaai…”

“Don’t speak. Rest.”

“I’m sleepy…”

“You can’t sleep. You’ll die.”

“It’s okay… I promised myself I wouldn’t die… not until I got you out of here…”

Her voice trembled.

“But even so, living or dying isn’t really up to me. So I want to have a little insurance.”

“…Insurance?”

The General—no, Adora—looked up at me.

“Could you give me a good memory?”

It took me a moment to understand what she meant.

When I did, I changed my tone and replied firmly.

“No.”

“Senpai… I think I fell for you the moment you saved me. Or was I not your type?”

“Of course not.”

“Then why?”

“Because I don’t want to hurt the body of someone as precious as you just because of a fleeting impulse.”

“What, why… If the daughter of the Giphold family dies here, everyone will blame me, right?”

Adora blinked at me, startled. 

Her eyes—cloudy before—were now clear and sharp.

“You… really cared about me that much?”

“You’re my junior.”

“You put a lot of stock in school ties, huh? Saying that to someone you just met from the same academy…”

“I’ve got no family. No hometown.”

“…Ah. I’m sorry.”

“No need to apologize. Just… don’t die here, okay?”

Adora nodded, resting her head on my shoulder as she murmured:

“Don’t you want a family?”

“I do.”

“Have you thought about marriage?”

“I have, but… Okay, enough. Just rest. Aren’t your lips still numb from the cold?”

“They were, but being with Senpai… I feel warm now. Just a little dizzy.”

“Then sleep.”

“Okay…”

I thought silence would finally settle in.

But after a few minutes, Adora spoke again.

“Have you ever considered changing your last name?”

“I said stop talking and rest.”

“Sigh…”

She let out a long breath.

“You’re a bit slow on the uptake, Senpai. Or are you doing it on purpose?”

“What if I am?”

“Even playing hard to get has its limits, you know.”

Ignoring my protests, Adora raised her head—and blew a bubble with her gum.

That fresh scent of strawberries.
Hair glistening with moisture, still damp.

Eyes glowing softly like obsidian, and skin pale and smooth as porcelain—an exquisite contrast.

I couldn’t control my racing heart.

And from the way Adora’s heartbeat pulsed against my skin, I knew I wasn’t alone.

We could feel it—through the bare contact of our bodies.

“Senpai.”

“W-What?”

“Isn’t it fair for me to give you something in return… for healing me?”

Her face came closer.

The distance between us had shrunk to the point where I could feel the warmth of her breath.

But instead of retreating, I found myself leaning in.

I didn’t understand why I was doing this.

It was simply… instinct.

Maybe I was too exhausted to think clearly.

The thought occurred to me—if Adora hadn’t joined us, we might’ve all perished.

Perhaps that’s why her presence now felt so overwhelming.

While those thoughts swirled through my head, Adora’s tongue slipped between my lips.

And like laying an egg, she pushed a gum she had been rolling in her mouth into mine.

Our tongues entangled, sharing the gum, mixing our saliva.

I could taste the artificial sweetener, unmistakable and vivid.

But it wasn’t just the sucralose that made it sweet.

For a while, only the wet, sticky sounds echoed through the cave.

[Today’s Fortune!]

‘Today is a day when once ambiguous relationships will become much clearer.’

***

Isn’t it called the “bridge effect”?

That psychological phenomenon where you feel attraction—or even love—towards someone you shared a crisis with.

The General… might’ve been feeling something like that toward me.

To be fair, I probably was too.

Spending those deadly days climbing mountains with Adora brought on emotions I hadn’t expected.

How many times did we dance between life and death in that short span?

It’s the kind of experience you never get in normal life.

We were fairly close on the way up, but somehow… more awkward on the way down.

Probably because we both became too aware of something.

“Uhm… General?”

“Just keep walking.”

“No, I meant… is your body alright?”

“…Still a bit dizzy.”

Since she couldn’t properly walk on one leg, I had to carry her bridal-style all the way down.

Thankfully, the weather was kind to us today.

There were moments when thirst nearly overwhelmed me, or when I had to fight monsters alone…

But in the end, we made it.

By the time the forced march ended, I was on the brink of collapse.

I had tried to descend as quickly as possible for her sake, neglecting even food.

My clothes were still damp, clinging to me.

All I wanted now was to strip, eat, and fall into bed.

It was already night when we arrived at the base.

“Whew… Finally.”

“You can put me down now. I think I can walk with some support.”

Looking around, I noticed that quite a few cobwebs had appeared during our absence.

If they were territory markings of an enemy, it could’ve been bad—but fortunately, there was no ominous energy in the air.

Just one spider greeted us.

It was small, almost cute for a monster.

As soon as it spotted us, it chirped a curious sound:

[“Pimppi.”]

Was that its name?

[“Pimppi, pippipim.”]

Maybe it wanted us to follow.

We trudged behind the little spider and found a tent, hastily constructed yet functional.

From inside, a familiar voice sobbed.

“Erich… please… come back… I miss you…”

The Saintess.

Funny how I can now understand the language of the Holy Spirit Nation.

And also a little sad.

Who knows how long we’d been in that mountain?

With time flowing differently in the Demon Realm, Tiria and Riyo may have waited much longer than we thought.

With a bitter smile, I stepped forward.

And just then, a fox beastkin emerged from the tent.

Her fur looked coarse.

Her eyes, sunken from sleeplessness.

Riyo, who always wore a bubbly expression even in hardship, looked like a ghost.

But the moment our eyes met—

“…Huh?”

Life returned to her gaze.

She rubbed her eyes hard, blinking over and over, as if trying to discern whether I was real or a dream.

[“Huhh?”]

“Huhhh?”

Riyo and Miyo reached out their hands.

I’d heard that beastkin had a custom—when reuniting with a loved one after a long time, they touch them all over to check for injuries.

So I let them.

The fox sisters took turns touching me, examining my face, arms, legs, chest, even my stomach.

Once, I might’ve flinched from the contact.

But now, their touch felt oddly comforting.

[“It’s really Erich?”]

[“What else, a ghost?”]

[“I still don’t believe it.”]

Miyo leaned in close.

And then—

Smack.

My brain short-circuited.


[“W-What was that just now—”]

[“What, just now?”]

Miyo gave a warm, yet cold smile.

[“You really are my darling. I’m so glad you came back safe. But… why do I smell another woman on your lips?”]

Chills crept down my spine.

Even colder air stirred right next to me.

[“…This fox bitch…”]



 
  Chapter 108: How to Save Your Enemy (7)


General Adora lost consciousness not long after. 

I quickly ran to the Saintess and begged her to examine the General’s condition.

“It’s a femoral artery rupture,” she diagnosed grimly.

“She’s low on blood. Sergeant Riyo, I think you’ll need to help.”

“Me?” 

Riyo frowned deeply.

“I know it’s difficult. But we have no other choice.”

That was the dilemma—Riyo was the only one here with a compatible blood type. 

The irony wasn’t lost on me: a member of the Eightfold Order, persecutors of the Beastfolk, now had to save the very same General—twice, even.

Still, the Saintess was right. 

It was unavoidable.

“Let’s get it ready.”

“…Understood.”

When the transfusion was over, the General’s breathing gradually returned to normal. 

Riyo experienced some dizziness, but nothing serious. 

Both of them soon drifted into sleep.

I was also at the edge of collapse from exhaustion. 

But I couldn’t sleep yet. 

The spider-woman hadn’t returned, and I needed to speak with her first.

The Saintess looked at me with concern and spoke gently.

“You’ve had a hard time, haven’t you?”

“Yes. I almost died.”

I pulled out the Whiteflower Herb to show her. Its pale, glowing leaves caught her eyes, and her expression turned to awe.

“You’ve done well. You must’ve been freezing. Here—warm water.”

“Ah… thank you.”

“But… may I ask you something?”

“Go ahead.”

“…How was the kiss with General Giffold?”

My shoulders jolted. 

I choked on the water and burst into a fit of coughing.

“Oh dear. You should be more careful.”

Tap, tap.

The Saintess gently patted my back and whispered close to my ear.

“Are you alright?”

“Yes… I’m fine.”

“I’m not.”

A chill like frostbite swept over me. 

I lowered my head as she leaned in, locking eyes with me.

“Look into my eyes. What color do you see?”

“…Green.”

“That’s strange. They should be yellow.”

They were yellow—earlier, when she first saw me return.

“Would you like to tell me what the kiss with the General was like?”

“You know I can’t lie. That’s why I’m not saying anything. But you also know this…”

Her eyes shimmered faintly.

“…I can see the traces of mana. I have eyes that can follow its trail.”

I was screwed.

“Erich.”

“Yes?”

“There’s a heavy trace of her mana around your lips.”

She brought her nose close to my cheek and inhaled softly.

“And… it smells so sweet and sticky. Like gum. You probably passed that rubbery mess back and forth, sucking and chewing it together. I wonder how strange it must’ve sounded… how indecent…”

“Miss Carsten?”

“Do you see my eyes? Look—there are dark circles. I was scared you wouldn’t return. I prayed all night without sleep. And you… had a wonderful night with her?”

“No! I nearly died!”

I had something to say, too.

“Miss Carsten… actually, the General confessed to me.”

“…What?”

“Last night, she was on the verge of death. Her body was ice-cold. She’d been caught in the rain, hadn’t eaten… completely drained.”

I laid out the events in detail.

“We lit a single glowstone and shared body heat. Then she said, ‘If I die here, I want at least one unforgettable memory.’”

I tried to refuse at first.

But I couldn’t fully turn her down.

“I don’t even know what to think anymore. But… I am a man. My head’s a mess. I’m sorry.”

“…Why are you apologizing?”

“Because I… I also had feelings for you, Saintess Carsten.”

“…Ah.”

Her eyes—normally a gentle green—shifted to a deep, vivid shade of cherry blossom pink.

A rich, blooming hue.

“We’re… not even like that. But still, it doesn’t sit well. I feel like I’m stringing people along…”

[Info: Yes, you are.]

“I know this isn’t right, playing with hearts like that. That’s why I’m apologizing.”

She stared into space for a long moment. I waited for her to regain her composure.

With a soft sigh, she finally spoke.

“You really are… far too honest.”

“Is that wrong?”

“No. That’s why I can’t hate you.”

Her once-frosty touch warmed. 

She gently rubbed my back as she spoke again.


“On this deserted island, I don’t think we should fight over petty things.”

“I agree.”

“Until we escape… you don’t have to choose anyone yet. The three of us decided that, at least.”

“…Shh.”

“What is it? Something happened?”

She placed a finger over my lips and smiled serenely.

“It’s a secret between us girls. Don’t ask.”

“Please answer properly.”

“Yes, I will.”

She nodded, then quietly apologized one last time.

“I’m sorry for earlier. I got carried away. I still have a long way to go in my spiritual training. I’ll try harder… to be someone worthy of you.”

***

“Impressive.”

That was the first thing the spider-woman, Salbira, said upon her return. 

I thought she was complimenting me for harvesting the Whiteflower Herb atop the mountain.

“To think the descendant would be so… prolific with women.”

“…What?”

“Your surname was Rohnstein, wasn’t it?”

“Yes… it is, but…”

“Do you know the name of your progenitor?”

Our progenitor. The father of the Mage Kingdom.

“…Zeraem, wasn’t it?”

“Everyone knows his name. I asked if you know his surname.”

“Zeraem was born a servant. He had no surname.”

“Did you never consider he might’ve chosen one after founding a nation?”

“If he had, we’d know by now. He lived centuries ago, not in prehistory—surely some document would’ve surfaced.”

“No, you wouldn’t. Because the demons made sure no human could remember his surname.”

Salbira’s red eyes bore into me.

“Zeraem once begged the demons to ensure mages would never again use blood sacrifices. That wish became the foundation of the magical covenant your kingdom lives by. But in return, demons cursed his bloodline with two things: one, that none would remember his surname; and two, that his descendants would always have abnormally low mana reserves.”

“How do you know this?”

“Because he offered the sacrifice with my help.”

“You’re deceiving me.”

“Sometimes truth feels more false than lies.”

Then came the words that made my brow twist.

“Zeraem’s surname… was Rohnstein.”

“So what?”

“That man was your ancestor. Your mana capacity is barely a tenth of others, right? That confirms it. You’re not only a descendant—you’re direct lineage.”

Instead of awe, doubt came first.

I still couldn’t fully trust this demon. I had brought the Whiteflower Herb only because I was willing to be deceived if it meant saving Valkyrie.

Humans and demons are fundamentally different.

What is she trying to do, tying me to Zeraem?

“You don’t believe me.”

“Even if every word is true… it doesn’t matter. I live facing forward. So—can this herb save her?”

“Yes.”

I handed her the medicine.

“You brought plenty. Judging from the blood on you… you even brought down that witch. You really want that woman alive, don’t you?”

“Yes.”

“Even though she’s a soldier of the enemy?”

“Does that justify letting Rachael die?”

Salbira laughed low.

“It’ll take two days.”

“Thank you in advance.”

“So polite for someone speaking to a monster.”

That ended our exchange.

As I prepared for bed, I heard her murmur under her breath:

“You really can’t hide your blood… can you?”

Defeating the Queen Bee and the Witch of Calamity one after the other made many things painfully clear.

First: we were far too weak.

Second: unless we stood together, our chances of survival dropped drastically.

Adora, the General, had sustained serious injuries to her shoulder and leg. 

For the time being, she’d be confined to a patient’s bed. While tending to her, I also kept an eye on Valkyrie. 

I fed her the medicinal decoction that Salbira had brought and carefully monitored her condition.

Thankfully, my worries—that the medicine might be fake or even poisoned—proved unfounded.

Cough, cough.

The powder coating Valkyrie’s body began to flake off. 

With each additional dose, her expression brightened, and her complexion returned to a healthy hue.

“Huh?”

“Is something wrong?” 

I asked.

“No, it’s just… the seed. It’s gone.”

Contrary to Salbira’s prediction that it would take a month, Valkyrie recovered in just a week.

Even accounting for personal differences in how the body responds to medicine, her speed was remarkable.

“This kind of abnormal recovery… It can’t be explained unless she has the blood of a Hero.”

The spider woman was once again muttering about bloodlines.

“Lieutenant Rachael, how do you feel?” 

I asked.

“I’m alright now. Thank you.”

“If you’re going to thank someone, thank Erich and that woman.”

“…A monster?”

Valkyrie bit her lip lightly. 

Though her expression showed clear disapproval, she eventually lowered her head.

I also bowed to Salbira in the formal style of the Mage Nation.

“Thank you for your help.”

For the first time, surprise flickered across the usually emotionless face of the spider woman.

“What is this? Why do I suddenly feel… good?”

“Maybe it’s pride?” I offered.

“Pride?”

Salbira shook her head.

“Nonsense. Our kind—the demons—don’t feel things like that.”

“Then tell me… Why would someone with a monster’s body help us humans?”

“That’s…”

All eyes turned to the spider woman’s mouth. 

Salbira hesitated for a moment, bit her lower lip, and then turned her back on us.

“Rest for now. Once you’re well enough to handle a proper conversation, I’ll come back and explain.”

And with that, she vanished in the blink of an eye, leaving only a small spider monster in her place—our designated caretaker and guard.

It scurried around making soft bip-bip noises—grotesque, yet oddly cute.

“Hyyaaaaah!”

When Riyo stretched, the spider let out a startled squeak and scrambled up the wall.

“We made it past the worst of it!” 

She cheered.

“Yeah. We might actually get some rest now.”

“Hmph.”

And then, everyone’s eyes turned toward me and Valkyrie.

“…Now it’s my turn to ask questions.”

She murmured in the language of the Holy Spirit Nation, turning to face me head-on.

“Erich. The mage.”

“Ask away.”

“That deadly mountain… I heard you went there. Nearly died. Why? Was it for me?”

She pointed a finger toward the General.

“She’s strong. As strong as me. So I’m not needed anymore. You could’ve left me behind. I’m… your enemy. A sworn foe. You don’t trust me.”

Valkyrie couldn’t finish. 

I gently took her hand in mine.

“I don’t know.”

“…You don’t know?”

“I just… didn’t want to see you die.”

What began as mutual hatred had, through countless brushes with death and reliance on each other, evolved into something more complicated—love tangled in resentment, resentment blurred by time.

By now, even the hatred seemed diluted, and nothing felt certain anymore.

I could’ve said something like, ‘Your survival raises my own odds,’ but that wouldn’t have explained my actions this time.

So instead, I said—

“I just did what my heart told me to do.”

In the tongue of the Holy Spirit Nation, I told her quietly:

“I wanted you to live. To survive, escape this place, and live the rest of your life in peace and happiness. That’s all. Does that answer your question?”

Valkyrie opened and closed her mouth silently. 

She let out a slow breath, her cheeks turning gradually redder. 

I felt my own face flush with heat as well.

Damn. 

Was I too honest?

Surely there was a better answer than that. 

What if she thinks I have some hidden agenda now?

But really… all I wanted was for her to live.

That’s when she spoke again.

“Then… can I do the same?”

“Do what?”

“Act on my heart.”

Clasp.

Valkyrie squeezed my hand tight and leaned in, right in front of the other female soldiers.

Smack.

Warmth brushed my cheek and pulled away. 

Dazed, I reached up to touch the spot.

I turned slightly—only to see Valkyrie staring just as blankly, as if she couldn’t believe what she’d done either.

“…Whoa.”


“…Ah.”

The fox sisters looked on in awe, while the Saintess staggered back, hand to her forehead.

And General Adora?

“…Did you just… declare war on me?”

She was glaring at Valkyrie like she was ready to kill.



 
  Chapter 109: Awakening (1)


The valkyrie stared at me with wide, stunned eyes, as if realizing only now what she had done.

‘Don’t tell me… she just figured it out?’

I rubbed the spot where her lips had touched and rolled my eyes upward. 

The saint and Riyo were one thing—but General Adora was the real problem. 

She slipped off her uniform coat with a dry laugh.

“You’re quite the ladies’ man, aren’t you, Senior?”

Her tone dripped with sarcasm.

But that sharpness wasn’t aimed at me—it was obvious from her gaze where her true target lay.

‘Ah, so everything brewing beneath the surface has finally erupted.’

‘Ohoho, indeed. At this point, Senior, you’re bound to be tossed around between women—bounced from one to the next. Oh, what madness. It’s like trying to eat a sweet potato through your—well, you know.’

What was I supposed to do? 

This was a first for me, too.

Help came from an unexpected source. 

Valkyrie’s teammates let out an exasperated sigh and turned to scold me in hushed voices.

‘You’re too nice for your own good.’

‘You’re not even dating anyone yet, right? Then don’t hold back—be bolder.’

‘Women are drawn to confident men. Keep your boundaries as a person, but don’t let yourself get intimidated. Just act how you always do.’

Whispers, soft as a breeze.

Even Miyo and the General didn’t seem to notice.

I took a moment to gather my thoughts.

Then I nudged the valkyrie, who sat with her head bowed low.

“Why?”

One word. But in it, a multitude of meanings.

Why did you kiss me, your enemy?

Why did you act so impulsively in front of everyone?

Why have your feelings toward me changed so much?

Even if it’s just a little—I want to hear what’s in your heart.

“I… I don’t know.”

She answered in a small, trembling voice, eyes averted.

“Idiot.”

“Yeah, sorry for being one.”

She said nothing but began hitting my shoulder—firmly, repeatedly.

“Die, idiot.”

“What the—if you want to kill me, at least put some real murderous intent behind it. What are you, a kid?”

“Hmph.”

“You’re still tired, aren’t you? Just get some good rest tonight.”

I gave a crooked smile and stood up. 

That’s when she let out a small, involuntary sigh.

“Where are you going?”

“I’ve got work to do. Still a lot left to make.”

“Are you coming back?”

“What, can’t sleep without me? Want me to stay?”

“Stay? Like, with you?”

“Share the bed, I mean.”

Her eyes narrowed. 

Her face turned red—like a radish slowly dipped in boiling water.

“Are you crazy?”

“Yeah. Sounds like it, even to me. I’m off.”

“Wait.”

She clung to my arm again—after trying to push me away just a moment ago.

“I don’t want you to go.”

“What don’t you want?”

“Just… don’t.”

Her grip was stronger than before. 

As if she would never let go.

I sighed and sat down once more.

This was enough. 

I held her hand, and she lay back with a faint smile playing on her lips. 

She looked so happy—this girl who was once like a sworn enemy. 

She probably didn’t even realize what kind of face she was making.

Truthfully, I just wanted to see that smile.

As soon as the valkyrie fell asleep, General Adora picked up the conversation as if it had never been interrupted.

“Senior, you’re so unfair.”

“What now?”

“You brushed me off so harshly, but you just melted in front of her. Do you really like her that much?”

“I don’t know.”

“What do you mean, you don’t know?”

“She used to be my enemy.”

Come to think of it, I never did tell the General everything. 

About my and the valkyrie’s past.

I shared a condensed version of the events. 

Her eyes widened.

“Really?”

“Yeah.”

I picked up her coat and draped it back over her shoulders.

“So I’d appreciate it if you, too, could keep work and personal feelings separate, like I try to.”

“Keeping work and feelings separate, huh…”

She chuckled low.

“So, you’re going to keep dodging until we leave this island.”

“I’m not dodging.”

“Oh? Then what, you already have someone in mind?”

“I do.”

A brief silence fell. 


The General, the saint, even the fox sisters inhaled sharply.

“You do?”

“Yes.”

“Then why not say who it is now?”

“Because I’m afraid it’ll cause division among us.”

“You’re the one who said it—separate work and personal life. Even I can manage that much. So… come on.”

She leaned in, bold and direct.

“Can’t you just give me a hint?”

“I can’t.”

“Ugh, stingy.”

“I ask for your understanding.”

General Adora nodded and returned to her place.

The night grew deeper. 

Carefully, I slipped my hand free from the valkyrie’s grasp and rose. 

Just as I stepped out into the night air, the saint followed.

“…Is it true? That you already have someone in your heart?”

“Yes. I don’t lie.”

“Could that change along the way?”

“No.”

“What if that person is selfish, or has a dark side?”

“Who doesn’t? I’ll love even those parts.”

“…Ah.”

The saint let out a bitter smile. 

She echoed my words, nodding quietly.

“You teach me something new every time, Erich. I’ve decided—I’ll accept it.”

“Accept what?”

“Your choice. Whoever you choose… I-I’ll congratulate—no, wait, hold on—”

Suddenly, rain.

Light drizzle—but only beneath her eyes.

Those sweet, lovable eyes began to shimmer blue with tears.

“Wait, wait, what’s wrong with me…?”

I’m a lucky man.

A beautiful woman has feelings for me—and more than that, she’s trembling, worried I might reject her, crying from the fear alone.

Just seeing it makes my heart ache, but I can’t say the truth yet.

“Is there really no changing your mind?”

“No.”

“Really?”

“My heart is set.”

“Ah…”

Her eyes, once melancholic, had turned fully violet—colors of anxiety, dread, heartbreak, and loss.

“Hh-huh…”

“You said we’d talk when we left the island. Why now?”

“Because I already know… you won’t choose me.”

“Why think that way?”

“Prayer won’t fix it. I can’t ask the goddess to control someone’s heart. That’s yours to decide. And… I’m not good enough to stay by your side. I’ve only ever shown you the worst of me.”

Tears brimmed as the saint confessed in a choked voice.

“I couldn’t bring peace to all the spirits we’ve met. I killed your comrades twice over. How could you possibly like someone like me? If it were me… I couldn’t do it. There’s Major Rachel, General Giffold, even the innocent fox sisters…”

“…Tiria.”

When I called the saint’s name, her quiet sobbing suddenly ceased.

“I never realized you were this weak.”

“…What?”

“I thought you were kind. Thoughtful. Someone who reflects on their mistakes and strives to be better. Someone who constantly questions her faith, seeks to understand others, unites people, and smiles gently even when it’s hard. I thought you were a saint.”

“Ah… Aah…”

“So you have this side of you too.”

I gave a bitter smile and gently wiped the tears from her cheeks.

“Tiria. You’ve done so much for me. If not for you, I would’ve died at least a dozen times—fighting the ghouls, battling the Alraune, the wooden soldiers… On that flame-swept island, against the Witch of Calamity… How can you not realize that the one who’s saved the most lives, who’s cooked for us the most, is you?”

“But…”

“The important thing is that none of us would’ve made it this far without each other. We came this far because we worked together. If I feel anything toward you… it’s fondness. Not dislike.”

Her lips parted in stunned silence. 

In her eyes shimmered a strange, ever-shifting mix of colors—yellow, pink, and other hues blending like an opal under the moonlight.

“Get some rest. I’ll see you in the morning.”

I patted her shoulder and turned to go.

Tonight, it was my turn to stand watch with the fox sisters.

Riyo and I stoked the fire and laid out the ingredients we had gathered. 

The chorus of night insects played in the background as we resumed the task we started yesterday.

“Erich, you know how I feel, right?” 

“To some extent.”

“Then I’ve got a question for you.”

As expected, Miyo had something on her mind.

“Can I ask?”

“Go ahead.”

“You said once we leave this island, you’d choose someone you liked. If you were to choose me… would it be me, or Riyo?”

“…”

“I mean, you’re the one who imprinted me on Riyo, but you’re not the kind of guy who sees us as the same person. So that leaves two options: either you pick both of us… or you pick neither.”

It was a full moon now, high in the sky.

Miyo’s face in the moonlight was calm as a mountain lake, but her ears and tail twitched nervously, betraying her urgency.

“Our heat cycle is almost over.”

“Is that so?”

“We haven’t found a mate. Thinking this is how it’ll end again this year… it makes me sad. Maybe we’ll be alone again. Maybe the man who’ll give us a family name will never come…”

“…I’m sorry.”

“See? I knew it. You’re not going to choose either of us. We’re sad. We even let you touch our tails… let you bite our shoulders…”

Miyo turned around and boldly pressed her soft, silky tail toward me.

“Erich.”

“You tamed us, didn’t you?”

“Look at me.”

“If you tame something, you have to take responsibility.”

I nodded silently. 

Then I reached out toward the pair of swaying tails in front of me. 

The fluffy sensation and the sweet, earthy scent scrambled my thoughts.

“Oh…”

“Mmh… Hngh…”

Right. 

We’ve come too far to turn back now.

Time to commit.

[‘Oh, this is insane.’]

[‘Erich, don’t tell me—’]

[“Beep beep?”]

That’s right.

I never said I’d choose only one person to begin with.

***

Meanwhile, in the deepest cave of the Black Deadlands…

“At last, the preparations for the resurrection are complete.”

The vampire with silver hair and crimson eyes curled her lips into a cold smile.

Vampire Countess Beficia.

One of the 28 Generals of the Demon King’s Army—and a direct descendant of the ancient progenitor, still wielding power and immortality.

“On the night of the next full moon, once the sacrifice is offered… He shall return.”

How many centuries of humiliation and oppression had they endured? 

How long had she huddled in this stifling backwater, biding her time?

Now, as certainty replaced that long frustration, even her long-dead heart seemed to beat again.

“When the Demon King returns, the world will once again be a place where we demons can thrive.”

“…Is that so? Seems like it’s about time.”

At the sound of the voice, Beficia turned her head.

Thud… 

Thud…

Dozens of heavy footsteps echoed through the cave. 

A group of heavily armed mages approached, clad in the latest magical weaponry.

On most of their shoulders was a distinctive insignia:


A silver moon, pierced by eight inverted crosses.

Beneath the emblem were the words, written in Huiyan script: “For the Demon God.”

Recognizing them as allies, a smile returned to Beficia’s lips.

“Welcome, General Abraham Dietz.”
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After enduring several battles on this island, I’ve learned a valuable lesson:

Reserves are essential.

No matter how dysfunctional an army may be, they always prepare a reserve force. 

When unforeseen circumstances cause losses in your ranks, you need a backup—someone to fall back on.

While our current predicament was a peculiar one—isolated on an uninhabited island—we weren’t entirely without help.

“Looks like I might finally get a proper body.”

“It doesn’t have to be too elaborate. I’d be happy with a flying, gun-wielding dinosaur.”

“Isn’t that too elaborate?”

“Oh my.”

Riyo and I had spent the past few days completely absorbed in building a golem. 

We had even skipped meals while gathering stone and other materials, channeling divine power and mana to craft something lightweight and sturdy. 

With those materials, we maintained our drones and even rebuilt the makeshift furnace on the far side of the camp. 

With luck, we might be able to produce a small amount of steel.

“Yaaaawn…”

“Tired?”

“Yeah.”

Riyo wandered over and laid her head on my lap. 

She shifted and squirmed for a bit, trying to find a comfortable position, and then drifted off to sleep. 

Her tiny shoulders rose and fell with each quiet breath.

She was adorable. 

Truly, painfully adorable.

How did I end up falling for a fox like her?

“So, are you planning to accept every girl who says she likes you?”

“Wait—was that serious? No way!”

Their voices stirred in my head. 

The Valkyries, in particular, had been unusually noisy about this sort of thing.

Not that David and Kalon were any more subtle.

“Erich, I never imagined you were this kind of man.”

“Whether it’s the Magic Kingdom or the Holy Spirit Nation, you’re legally only allowed to marry one person. Why are you stuck in this medieval mindset?”

But truth be told, I was considering accepting them all—if they were okay with it.

After all, I owed each of them my life at least once.

There was no question about the Valkyrie. 

Without the Saint or the fox sisters, or the director this time around, I would have died long ago. 

And it wasn’t just one-sided. 

I had saved their lives more than once too.

The bonds we’d formed amid crisis and uncertainty were diamond-hard. 

Though the time we’d spent together was brief, the intensity of those moments made it feel longer, deeper. 

I was certain of my feelings.

“Mmph.”

I gently stroked the fox girl’s head and closed my eyes. 

We weren’t safe yet. 

Whatever happened, I’d think about everything else once we escaped this place.

“Beep-beep.”

That’s when the spider creature beside us made a sound.

“Beep-beep. Beep-beep-beep.”

In the depths of the night, the rustling sound pressed heavily against the earth.

There was a power—an aura—unlike any I’d felt before.

It was overwhelming. 

But as I sensed the mana, I realized who it belonged to, and my tension eased slightly.

Out of the darkness emerged a black-haired, red-eyed Arachne.

Salbira—former 28th Legion Commander of the Demon King’s army.

A high-ranking demon. 

A mystery. 

Someone who had been helping us without asking for anything in return.

“Where have you been?”

“To the Nest.”

The Nest.

The place where the Demon King’s resurrection ritual would begin.

It was the root of the rising monster population on this archipelago, and the final destination we needed to reach to lift the barrier.

“The ritual has already begun. It’ll continue until the next full moon. Once the offering is ready on the final day, we’ll use the sacrifice to complete the fire rite and resurrect the Demon King.”

“You’re telling us something that important?”

“Technically, I shouldn’t be.”

“Then… do you want us to stop it?”

“Rohnstein, you naive child.”

Salbira lowered herself beside the fire. 

Her eyes reflected the flickering flames, cool and unwavering.

“Tell me, what do you think of demons?”

A sudden, unexpected question.

“This is actually my first time meeting one in person… so I’m not sure.” 

“Then tell me what you have learned.”

At that moment, I recalled my first conversation with the Saint.

Back then, she had believed mages to be vile creatures—worshippers of demons, manipulators of lies and deceit, selfish pursuers of forbidden magic who threw the world into chaos…

Wasn’t that exactly how I viewed demons?

Up to now, we had only encountered hostile demons. 

There was no reason to think otherwise.

But there was something worth noting—each demon we met had their own will, their own personality.

Some had things they wished for. 

Some had beings they were loyal to.

And the one before me now…

“I’m just a little curious about how you humans really see us,” Salbira said.

She was far stronger than I, and yet she watched me cautiously, as if worried about my response.

After some thought, I gave her my answer.

“You’re asking the wrong question.”

Her expression shifted, puzzled.

“…What do you mean?”

“If there are a hundred people, then there are a hundred personalities and sets of values. I alone cannot speak for all demons based on a few isolated cases.”

Just as the Saintess had once hastily generalized all magicians…


“People’s judgments differ. They also change with time. Someone I thought was good might seem terrible to someone else. And someone who seemed disappointing yesterday might appear decent today.”

“So, in short…”

“I can’t definitively say that all demons are good or evil, right or wrong. But at least… you’ve treated us kindly. So, for now, I believe you’re a good demon.”

I thanked her again for saving the valkyrie. 

Even if the being before me was foreign and strange, her help was undeniable.

Salbira let out a short, dry laugh.

“…I heard the exact same thing from Jeriam long ago.”

“Is he the reason you’re helping us?”

“He gave me an assignment.”

Salbira leaned in closer, her eyes narrowing.

“He told me: Find out why we demons lost the War of Man and Demon.”

Centuries ago.

The downfall of the Demon King’s army came in two waves.

First, a special task force led by the Hero wielding the Sacred Sword dealt the Demon King a grievous wound.

Second, rebel magicians in occupied territories rose up and founded Hazcael.

The more zealous among the Church of Spirits often omit the second part, but these two incidents together are generally referred to as the Great War of Man and Demon.

“Now I understand a little. Why you’re in a higher position than me, even though you’re weaker.”

“A higher position… you mean?”

“Look at your companions. Now look at mine. I only have familiars I created. None of my fellow demons, none with their own minds and wills, have stood with me.”

When the Queen Bee died, the bee-beasts vanished. 

When the Witch of Calamity perished, the mushroom beasts dwindled.

If Salbira’s words held true, then the spider creatures here would also disappear once she was gone—fading with the loss of her magic.

Salbira sighed.

“The Hero… the Grand Mage… they both had something they were willing to lay down their lives to protect. And they were never alone—always surrounded by friends and lovers. Maybe… maybe I was jealous of that.”

I added another log to the fire and replied quietly.

“Humans live shorter lives than demons.”

“By at least several dozen times. I could never understand how His Majesty lost to such short-lived creatures.”

“Perhaps it was precisely because their lives were short. Every moment mattered more. They age, weaken, and die quickly. So they fight harder—not to fall behind.”

“…I see.”

Salbira nodded slowly, her gaze fixed on the flames.

“Kid.”

“Yes?”

“Are you planning to storm the nest when you’re ready?”

“If we want to break the barrier and escape, we’ll have to, won’t we?”

“You might be mentally mature, but your body is still weak. Magicians have always shielded their frail forms with mana. But thanks to your curse, even your mana reserves are lacking.”

“It’ll be fine. I have comrades.”

“That sounds just like something Jeriam would say.”

She really must have liked our ancestor, judging by how often she brings him up. 

I wonder what happened back then.

“In any case, we mustn’t return to an age ruled by force.”

Salbira stood, towering over me.

“I think I can help you.”

“How?”

“By becoming your teacher.”

My tiny mana pool, it turned out, was actually a curse etched into my bloodline. 

Hard to believe—but in some ways, it made sense.

Salbira seemed to be offering a way to lift that curse.

“Even before Jeriam became a Flying Saint, I was researching how to increase innate mana reserves. And I did discover one method.”

“What is it?”

“You’ll be scared when I tell you. It’s not an easy path.”

“I’ll do it. Whatever it takes.”

Even if I could just reach an average magician’s mana pool, I’d be satisfied. 

As someone devoted to magical studies, I couldn’t ignore even a slim chance.

Her answer was a bit… shocking.

“Starting now, go without food for an entire month.”

“Ah.”

That’s a bit extreme.

“Do you mean… no food at all?”

“Exactly.”

“What about water?”

“Only water with mana content above fifty percent—pure mana water. Drink only that. While fasting, you’ll practice ‘Mirkil’ and continue casting spells. Over time, your mana reserve will increase.”

In other words, spend a whole month doing nothing but magical training without eating a single bite.

When I shared this with my companions, they were unanimously against it—led by the Saintess.

“Are you telling our Erich to die?!”

(Oh wow. “Our Erich,” is it?)

“Even just water alone, three weeks and he’ll be in danger. He could become a shell of himself—he could die! And you want him training magic on top of that?! For a whole month? Are you insane? What’s your angle here?”

When I relayed their protests to Salbira, she responded calmly.

The choice was mine.

But if I didn’t do it, the chances of being annihilated by the Legion Commander—known as the Vampire Princess—were very high.

I looked at my companions again.

“Remember? We promised we’d survive—together.”

“Of course we remember. That’s why, Erich, you absolutely can’t—”

“I’ll do it.”


“Erich!”

Despite the Saintess’s outburst, I chose to trust the spider woman. 

Of course, if things truly went south, I could always stop.

With that resolve, I began my training.

And so, I started kissing Director Adora every single day—without exception.
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Training, by its nature, was mostly self-directed.

“When it comes to mana control and breathing, there’s nothing I can help you with. You’re too perfect.”

“So, I just have to starve?”

“Exactly. But if you struggle or need anything, feel free to ask anytime.”

Salbira was helping us, but officially, she was still part of the Demon King’s army. 

Between the Demon King’s resurrection and other matters, she frequently left to visit the “Nest.” 

Our time with her was limited.

Fine. I should just focus on training.

At most, I had a month.

Within that time, I had to raise my mana reserves to at least the level of an average person.

I began Mirkil training on an empty stomach.

Hoo…

From early morning until the sun stood high in the sky, I spent four or five hours weaving breath. Hunger began to creep in.

Still bearable.

I skipped lunch and moved on to working on the golem in the afternoon. 

I was told to exhaust the mana I had gathered through weaving breath, so this too was part of training.

Compressing mana into raw stones and constructing circuits left me breathless.

Sweat began to form on my forehead and dripped down my chin.

“You okay?”

“Not really, feeling a little dizzy.”

“Wow, you’re sweating.”

Riyo sniffed at the back of my neck.

“Erich… you smell like a man now.”

“You’re standing a bit too close.”

At any rate, I managed to finish today’s work without incident.

I was starving.

By the time evening came, I hadn’t eaten a grain of rice or sipped even a drop of dew—only sweat poured from me.

Salbira returned in the early evening. 

She set down a container filled with water and raised her hand before I could even ask anything.

“It’s just normal water.”

“Oh.”

I thought she’d brought some kind of mana-infused water.

“Let me explain a few things about drinking water. First off, adding your own mana into it is pointless. Increasing your mana reserves means drawing energy from the outside and storing it.”

“So only water infused with someone else’s mana is effective?”

“Exactly. And making mana water with a purity of over 50% is no easy task. Regular infusion and circulation won’t reach the desired concentration.”

To summarize the long-winded explanation:

A competent mage must drink water stored within their own body.

“Usually, they distill blood or urine and store it ahead of time. But since we only have a month until your awakening ritual… you won’t be able to prepare that much.”

“Do you have a better method?”

“Your teammate.”

It was then that the little spider dragged someone into the room.

“Pimpi, pimpi!”

Glossy black hair. 

Eyes like spilled ink.

She wore plain colors, yet her beauty was radiant.

It was General Adora.

For some reason, her cheeks were flushed.

“When making mana water, quantity matters more than quality. This girl has a huge amount of mana stored in her body.”

“So that means…”

“We’ve already discussed everything. I’ll be off now. Good luck.”

Salbira and the little spider left the quarters. The rustling “pimpi” noises gradually faded until they vanished into the mist.

The General and I locked eyes.

She…

Her cheeks were slightly puffed, and water slowly dribbled from beneath her lips. With only a few gestures, she explained everything—without saying a word.

And yet, I understood exactly what I had to do to rehydrate.

She stepped closer. I parted my lips.

“…Mm.”

Her lips touched mine.

Gulp, gulp.

A warm liquid, laced with a sweet scent, flowed down my throat.

It wasn’t the taste of gum. Nor the flavor of mana. It was the natural fragrance of a woman named Adora Giphold, soaking into me.

She gently pulled away, her voice trembling ever so slightly.

“I… did an experiment. To see how long I had to hold it in my mouth to reach at least 50% purity. About thirty minutes seemed enough. So I decided to hold it for an hour. That way, your progress will speed up.”

“Isn’t this… embarrassing?”

“My heart feels like it’s going to explode.”

Her warm breath tickled the tip of my nose.

“No matter how little I move, I’ll probably need to drink ten cups a day like this. Which means I’ll have to hold water in my mouth all day.”

“Won’t your jaw come off?”

“Still… we don’t really have another option, do we?”

“I’m sorry to trouble you like this.”

“It’s fine. We’re doing this to survive. Whether it ends up as porridge or stew, let’s give it a shot.”

The General scooped up the water Salbira had brought and held it in her mouth.

From that point on, I had to kiss her for one to two hours every day.

It was incredibly embarrassing.

But there was no method more efficient than this.

***

Right after Erich began his training…

Recovered, Rachael was wandering near the spider’s nest with Tiria and Riyo, searching for food.

Since one of them would be fasting for a month, they needed less food overall, which was a relief—but none of them felt good about it.


“What if he collapses?”

Tiria was visibly anxious.

“I just don’t get why he’s trusting that spider monster’s words. Fasting increases mana? I’ve never even heard of such a theory.”

“Well, we’re not the experts here. Mages know their own business. Maybe Erich sees something we don’t.”

“What do you think, Lieutenant Rachael?”

Rachael, who had been quietly gathering berries, spoke up gently.

“There are two truths I know for sure.”

“What are they?”

“One: That spider woman saved my life. Two: Erich Rohnstein is not alone—he has us by his side.”

The old Rachael would never have been able to say that about her former enemy.

But now, she could.

He had saved her multiple times when she was in danger—and if anything happened to him now, she would return the favor.

“Commander, Sergeant. Having gone through life and death with that man… I’ve learned one thing. When your life is on the line, the only thing that matters is—”

“Worrying about things that haven’t even happened yet—if anything, that’s the real luxury.”

“Major, you…”

“This is nothing more than paying back a debt I owe.”

She wanted to appear calm. 

Composed. 

Unshaken.

But the growing certainty in her chest flared like fire—and she caught herself enjoying the burn.

Who’s the real firefighter here?

That damn arsonist…

Avoiding Tiria and Riyo’s gazes, Rachael turned slightly, the corner of her lips curling into a smirk.

After securing food, the three women finished their meal and decided to check on Erich.

“Let’s go in quietly. He might be in the middle of something.”

Was he starving?

What if he’s suffering from malnutrition?

Should they share divine power instead of food?

All kinds of worries circled their minds as the three female soldiers stepped into the tent—only to freeze.

There, straddling Erich’s waist and pouring water into his mouth, was the woman from the Mage Nation.

“…Huh.”

“Wha… what?!”

Their brains failed to process the scene before them.

“Hup… Haa. That’s the eleventh one.”

“That should do for today.”

“Then I’ll hold tomorrow’s share in advance.”

With a giddy sigh, Adora stepped aside. 

Her gaze flicked to the stunned trio.

Tiria stormed in, yanking open the cloth flaps of the tent.

“What… what exactly were you doing just now?!”

“Rehydrating him.”

“What kind of rehydration is that supposed to be?!”

“To increase his total mana capacity, you need water infused with high-density mana. I infuse the water with my own mana and give it to the Major. Problem?”

“There are so many problems I don’t even know where to start!”

Tiria’s eyes began to glow with a familiar green hue—something that happened every time she lost her temper.

“All I did was mouth-to-mouth for a few seconds! You, on the other hand… have you been using water as an excuse to kiss him this whole time?!”

“Yes. Eleven times. No, wait—twelve, if you count the one by the hillside.”

“You could’ve just spat it into a cup!”

“Sure, I could’ve. But I had other intentions too.”

“You pervert.”

“Thanks for the compliment.”

Wretched witch. Evil witch. Lucky witch!

Tiria silently cursed with every insult she knew, unable to say any of them aloud. 

Adora, meanwhile, continued nonchalantly.

“I didn’t expect it to happen like this… Maybe that’s why the thrill’s worn off. It’s still nice, but a little dull, to be honest.”

“…What did you just say?!”

“To be frank, it feels more like I’m doing this for a husband than a lover.”

“…?!”

Tiria’s legs gave out, and she collapsed to the floor. 

She muttered in the language of the Holy Nation, which Adora didn’t understand.

“I… I called dibs first…”

Rachael, hearing this, turned her gaze to the back of Tiria’s head.

Just because you met someone first doesn’t mean you’ll fall in love first. 

That’s obvious. 

But still… there was something more painful about Tiria’s whispered claim than any of Adora’s bold actions.

‘I was first.’

‘I met him first.’

‘If it weren’t for me, Erich would’ve died on that first island. Then neither the Saintess nor those fox twins would’ve ever met him.’

She hated herself for thinking something so petty.

Was this jealousy?

Rachael clenched her fists to steady her thoughts, while Riyo quietly slipped out of the tent and circled around to the back.

The bottom of the tent was loose enough to squeeze through from any side.

Like a cat, Riyo snuck in from behind and pounced on Erich.

“Hey there.”

“I figured you’d come in this way.”

Switching with Miyo, she continued the conversation.

[“You must be starving. Want me to feed you something?”]

[“I’m not supposed to eat anything, though.”]

[“It’s fine. I’ll give you something safe.”]

[“…What exactly is it?”]

[“Love.”]

Miyo’s tongue slipped between Erich’s lips.

At that moment, Erich realized something.

Riyo and Miyo shared one body, but their minds were distinct. 

Miyo’s saliva—while less potent than Adora’s—contained a significant amount of mana.

Receiving mana from multiple sources could accelerate the expansion of his own mana capacity.

In other words, sharing a kiss wasn’t a hindrance to his training—it was a benefit.

“Mmm… chuu…”

The wet, indecent sound broke the icy standoff between the three women. 

They turned around in shock.

“Why waste time on jealousy and fighting?” 

Miyo said, licking her lips and flashing a flirtatious smile. 


“We barely have enough time just to show our love.”

She had just erased every trace of Adora’s scent with a deep, claiming kiss.

“If there’s someone you like, then make him turn around and see you.”

[“You fools. The victory goes to the Fluffy-Tailed Squad.”]

With that smug declaration from the fox twins and Kalon, the rest of the girls could only seethe.
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By the second day, the ordeal had truly begun.

Erich’s stomach felt as though it had fused to his spine.

The gnawing hunger was fiercer than a monster’s attack—unrelenting and sharp.

His limbs trembled with fatigue, his mind clouded in a constant haze.

A dreadful thought struck him.

‘A whole month of this?’

Not just lying around, but enduring this while manipulating mana and crafting golems?

“You have to endure it,”Salbira said.

“The first week is the hardest. But once your body adjusts to the hunger, it’ll start using mana as nourishment.”

Salbira would appear whenever she had time, pointing out things to correct before returning to her nest.

The female soldiers of the Holy Spirit Nation were too busy foraging and gathering herbs to show up until evening.

Even the saintess, who’d initially wept and wailed about how this would ruin his body, seemed to have given up once she saw Erich’s determination.

The Valkyrie had scoffed, muttering something vague about killing him if he died, and walked off.

The fox sisters had nothing much to say—he saw them only when working on the golems.

These days, it was mostly just him and General Adora.

Had it not been for Adora, he wouldn’t have been able to begin this training in the first place.

And beyond that, he would’ve felt unbearably alone.

Just having someone nearby, watching quietly, was its own kind of support.

Strangely, fasting made it easier to sense the flow of mana.

When he asked about it, Salbira explained: as his cells began to breathe through mana, his basal metabolic rate had increased—along with his total mana capacity, permanently.

The results were undeniable.

After a week, he could produce twice as many mana crystals at once.

“This… this is more impressive than I expected.”

Salbira had come to check on his progress and spoke with a tone of genuine amazement.

“It’s been a long time since I’ve seen a human grow this quickly. To double your output in just a week… You remind me of the heroes from that era.”

“How long does it usually take to get to this point?”

Erich was too tired to speak, so General Adora asked on his behalf.

“It took me a full month.”

“Then doesn’t that mean he’s already met the goal? Can’t we stop now?”

“You can… but…”

Salbira looked at Erich.

A silent question in her eyes: ‘Will you continue or not?’

She’d mentioned that if the training were interrupted, it would take another week of fasting before any further mana increase occurred.

And that the first attempt was always the most efficient.

How was his body holding up right now?

His head throbbed, and his stomach burned, but it wasn’t enough to kill him.

Like Salbira said, his body was now drawing energy from fat—and mana.

“Are you going to stop?”

He shook his head without hesitation.

The hunger was unbearable, yes, but worse—far worse—were the pitying and dismissive looks he’d received his whole life for having so little mana.

After coming this far, he couldn’t give up now.

Salbira’s lips curled into a smile, and she shifted the topic smoothly.

“Oh right, I meant to tell you—We recovered the witch’s corpse you defeated last time and delivered it to the vampire today.”

The vampire.

The real power on this island, and the demon who maintained its barrier.

To escape this uninhabited demon island, one had to defeat her—or at least confront her.

“Why tell us now? Why not delay it a little longer?” 

Adora asked.

“I simply acted before she noticed. I still can’t openly help you humans. Zeraem… he told me too, that timing is everything.”

“So, what did she say when she saw the witch’s body?”

“She said she’d come out herself once the first stage of the ritual was complete.”

That was all Salbira shared.

The vampire… wasn’t her name Vephisha?

Erich could already guess what that demoness was thinking.

At last, he opened his mouth.

“Master, that demon already suspects you.”

“Yes, I imagine she does. But… Did you just call me ‘Master’?”

“You taught me, didn’t you? That makes you my master.”

To double his mana in just a week—this was a miracle.

Whether the effect was truly permanent or not, Erich’s heart pounded with hope.

Who would’ve thought he’d ever feel grateful toward a monster?

“Thank you, Master.”

“…Heh.”

Salbira, initially stunned, soon smiled and repeated the word under her breath like it tasted sweet.

“Master… Master, huh…”

After a pause and a clearing of her throat, she spoke again, her tone heavy with gravity.

“Disciple.”

“Yes, Master.”

“That vampire practices forbidden blood magic. With just a drop of blood, she can slice a human’s throat like paper, and her spells can repel even divine power. She’s also skilled in ‘Jipdo.’ Do you know what that is?”

He’d heard the term—just heard it.

“Jipdo is the art of shaping natural materials with mana and assembling them into forms. Those who reach this level can manipulate their surroundings to suit their needs. It’s hard to explain, so I’ll just show you.”

Salbira stepped back and murmured a chant.

“AH().”

The ground beneath them rippled.

It twisted like a ribbon of thread, stretching forward—right to their feet.

Startled, General Adora summoned her thread whip and slashed the oncoming strands.

Clang!

The sound was like striking steel.

“What in the world…?”

Salbira scratched her head sheepishly, recalling the threads.

“I didn’t mean to attack. I only wanted to show you up close—but I guess it was a bit sudden. My apologies.”

“You turned the ground into thread…?”

“That’s right.”

Erich had never seen anything like it.

To manipulate the earth’s mana without even touching it… astonishing.

“I was born with a natural affinity for thread magic. It was the first art I ever learned. I’ve spent my whole life weaving and knotting—it’s no exaggeration to say that. I trust you understand why I’m bringing this up now.”

“Does that mean the type of magic one is naturally gifted in shapes how they awaken their Jipdo?”

“Correct.”

So… if I’ve awakened Jipdo, does that mean I can manipulate stone freely now?

“From what I’ve seen, you seem to have a strong connection to earth-based magic. Among the four elemental magics, it offers the greatest freedom. It’s also diametrically opposed to liquid-based magics like blood magic. Once you reach true mastery of Jipdo, you’ll be able to easily overpower bloodmages like vampires in combat.”

Apparently, Salbira had originally planned to double his mana capacity before teaching him Jipdo.

“My student, a vampire will be coming here soon. I can sense she doesn’t trust me. That’s why, before things spiral out of control, I want to make you a proposal—but I just can’t bring myself to say it.”

“What kind of proposal?”

“You’ll definitely think I’m some twisted, lecherous monster when you hear it.”

“We would never think that. You’ve shown us nothing but kindness—if we still suspected you after that, wouldn’t that be shamefully ungrateful of us?”

Salbira’s expression grew solemn.

After a few deep sighs, she finally spoke.

“I plan to… pretend to offer up the women of the Holy Spirit Nation—bound and gagged—as tribute.”

An emergency meeting was called.

A vampire was coming, and the main topic was: how to prepare?

When Salbira shared her plan, the female soldiers from the Holy Spirit Nation were immediately outraged.

It was an understandable reaction—who would willingly agree to be handed over to a monster, even if it was all just an act?

Even if it was staged, what if something went wrong and they were killed before they could do anything?

The biggest obstacle, of course, was the matter of trust—Salbira was a monster.

An enemy, by all rights.

She had given them shelter, concealed from the eyes of other monsters, and even undone the Valkyries’ curse.

But that wasn’t enough to earn complete trust.

Salbira must have known that too.

That’s why she had brought it up so cautiously.

“Still,” someone said quietly, “there’s no better plan.”

Surprisingly, it was the General who hit the mark.

“There’s been a direct report from the command center confirming the presence of a vampire among the Demon Clan. And we already knew she was strong.”

If it was General Adora saying that, then it was worth believing.

She had risked her life to save the Valkyries, even scaling a mountain in the process.

“There’s not a single lie in the spider-woman’s words.”

Once the General spoke with such certainty, the room fell silent.

The realization that their enemy was real and powerful weighed heavily on everyone’s faces.

“Ugh, these damn mosquitoes again!”

“Sergeant, please try to stay calm. This is a serious discussion.”

“Let’s not be too harsh. She’s been hammering steel all day. Of course she’s exhausted.”


The Valkyrie smiled wearily and held out a metal object to Erich—it was a spearhead, forged from the steel Riyo had made.

Blessed by the goddess of craft, she had smelted iron ore in a makeshift furnace, while her older sister, Miyo, infused it with mana to create a formidable weapon.

It was nothing short of divine craftsmanship.

To create something so refined and so quickly, on a deserted island no less—even Salbira and the General had been astonished.

The four of them talked for a while, but no one came up with any particularly meaningful solution.

Meanwhile, Erich simply stared into space, trying to ignore his gnawing hunger.

And the mosquitoes.

There were so many damn mosquitoes today.

“Everyone,” he said at last, “I have an idea.”
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In the deepest part of the Nest, where the Altar of Resurrection stood, Vephisha laughed uncontrollably upon hearing Salbira’s report—delivered after completing the first phase of preparations to receive the Supreme Being.

“So let me get this straight. You said all that, and they offered to get caught?”

“Idiots, right?”

“A gathering of the finest fools.”

“They even called me ‘Master.’ Can you believe it? Inferior humans, utterly blind to their place…”

Vephisha couldn’t stop laughing. 

Salbira allowed herself a faint smile as well. 

The mages of the Eight Sigils didn’t really understand what was going on, but they chuckled along anyway.

Only Admiral Abraham Dietz and his officers remained silent, carefully observing the mood.

“They already trust me. Bringing them in will be easy. All you need to do is meet them. They believe I’ll take care of everything.”

“Right, right. Honesty and deception—barely a sheet of paper between them.”

Vephisha shrugged.

“To be honest, I had my doubts. I wondered if you’d forgotten the grace he showed you. But clearly, I worried for nothing. I hadn’t even considered the possibility that the sacrifices might kill themselves rather than be slain by monsters.”

“It happens. Doesn’t bother me.”

“To think you planned for even that. No wonder he chose you. His judgment was flawless.”

That conversation took place five days before the captives arrived.

Three soldiers from the Holy Spirit Nation and one from the Magic Kingdom were dragged to the mouth of a cave, bound in spiderwebs. 

Accompanying them were spider monsters, Salbira, and a high-ranking Magic Kingdom officer.

“Hurry up, will you?”

Adora lashed at the dawdling female soldiers of the Holy Spirit Nation. 

Rachael, the most defiant, took the worst of it. 

She glared at Adora with savage fury.

Soon, they arrived at the entrance to the Nest—the Blue Crystal Cavern.

From atop the glimmering crystal, Vephisha landed gracefully.

“Hello there.”

“…Hazukai?”

“Oh, you speak. Glad to meet a fellow conversationalist.”

Vephisha approached one of the nuns and gently traced her face.

“You must be the Saint of the Great Church. A Luminae, like me—white hair and all. Stunning. It’s been so long since I’ve seen a woman this lovely.”

Then, in the next instant—

SMACK!

“Filthy wretch.”

Vephisha struck Tiria across the face.

“I’ve heard all about you from Salbira. A Carsten, aren’t you? That makes you a distant descendant of that elf priestess. I remember when her holy power scorched my veins dry. I still haven’t forgotten that day. Just thinking about it makes my blood boil.”

“Blasphemer…”

“Still bold for a prisoner, aren’t you? Let’s see how long that spirit lasts.”

Vephisha slapped Tiria again. 

And again. 

And again. 

Tiria clenched her eyes shut, refusing to utter a single sound. 

Her cheeks were flushed bright red.

“Don’t grit your teeth—look at me. Oh? Not talking anymore? Maybe once that pretty face is covered in blood you’ll remember your place.”

“That’s enough,” one of the Eight Sigils mages interjected, stepping between her fist and Tiria’s bruised face. 

It wasn’t out of mercy or adherence to international law.

“If the sacrifice is too damaged, the burning rite might fail.”

“I know. I just meant to scare her.”

Vephisha flicked her fingers and stepped back. 

But before the air had time to settle, another commotion erupted behind her.

“Gyaaah!”

A fox beastkin tumbled face-first into the dirt. 

She hadn’t tripped—someone had kicked her shin out from under her.

“And where do you think you’re walking upright like a human, you mutt? Didn’t I tell you to crawl on all fours?”

Adora stomped on Riyo’s back, forcing her to her knees with a boot pressed to her spine. Vephisha looked on with a satisfied smile.

“Ah, are you the courier I was told would be coming?”

“Sir! General Adora Giffold reporting.”

“So polite. Why the delay?”

“My apologies. I was ambushed and severely injured en route. Had it not been for Commander Salbira’s help, I wouldn’t have been able to complete the mission His Excellency entrusted to me.”

“You’re well now, I assume?”

“As you see—fully recovered.”

“Well, good. Let’s get moving.”

Vephisha and Salbira led the prisoners deeper into the cave. 

Every corridor was guarded by grotesque monsters.

Adora thought to herself: Just as the Commander said—the security here is no joke. To pass through this place unscathed is an incredible stroke of luck.

“We’ve arrived. This is where the ritual will take place.”

The altar came into view.

At its center grew a creature like a tangle of tree roots. 

In front of it sat three enormous bronze cauldrons. 

Below them lay hundreds of corpses wrapped in hempen cloth.

The stench of death was overwhelming.

“The Great Burning Rite will be held here. We’ll offer the gathered souls—including the three you brought today—and the ceremony will be complete. Ah, I can hardly wait!”

“When does the rite begin?”

“On the next full moon—the fourth from now.”

“What should I do until then?”

“What else…”

Vephisha’s gaze dropped to Adora’s hip. 

Though concealed under her cloak, her hand was clearly ready to draw her weapon at a moment’s notice.

Vephisha smirked.

“…Prepare to die.”

The pain came too fast to register. 


In the blink of an eye, Adora was driven into the ground. 

A delayed surge of agony slammed into her skull.

“Khugh!”

“Where do you think you’re walking, beast? On two legs?”

Vephisha stomped on her back with her boot, mercilessly grinding her into the dirt.

“Gah—ahhh!”

“You scream nicely. Much better tone than the Saint.”

“Why… why are you doing this…?”

“Why? Oh, come now—you should know that better than anyone.”

At last, Salbira revealed her true face.

“It’s been hard, you know—playing house with you all.”

“…What?”

“I was surprised when you two returned alive from the snowfields. Honestly. But thanks for falling for the act so completely. Taking care of humans is disgusting. I hope I never have to do it again.”

Erich, who had been listening to everything, spoke in a voice that cracked with disbelief.

“Wait… you tricked us? From the beginning?”

“You finally caught on?”

“But… but you said you’d help us! You said this was wrong!”

“I lied. What, you trust monsters now?”

Salbira confessed it outright. 

All they had ever wanted were sacrifices from the Holy Spirit Nation. 

The clueless soldier from the Magic Kingdom? 

She simply made use of him too.

“Master…!”

“You’re joking. Who said I was ever your master?”

“Then what about everything you’ve taught me until now? Was it all a lie?!”

“Do I really have to spell it out for you? Honestly, you’re hopeless. Everything I taught you was useless—fake, meaningless junk.”

“…Ha.”

Erich’s face sank, as though he hadn’t eaten in days. 

Vephisha clapped her hands together with a delighted giggle.

“Oh, I love that expression. Still, since you’re currently working with Hazkyle, I won’t kill you. Once this ritual is over, I’ll make sure you two are sent back to your headquarters. Got it?”

Salbira bound Adora in web as well, making it five captives in total. 

As she scanned the area, she asked Vephisha,

“What about Admiral Dietz?”

“He went down to inspect the lower facilities. Said he needed to thoroughly check for any defects, and that it’d take a few days with the manpower he has. Diligent guy, isn’t he?”

“Then I guess I’ll be watching the prisoners until he returns.”

“I’d appreciate that.”

Glittering threads tightly cocooned Erich and Adora, wrapping around their bodies like silken tombs. 

They struggled for a moment before falling limp, as if dead. 

Dozens of large spiders swarmed in to carry them away.

“Try not to suffer too much.”

Vephisha waved with exaggerated cheer. 

She stood there, watching Salbira’s retreating back as she left the heart of the altar.

“Such an honest girl, really.”

***

I can’t breathe. 

I feel like I’m dying.

But I must endure.

Just as my consciousness was starting to slip away, the silk covering my face was finally unwrapped. 

The General and I suppressed the urge to cough, gasping in the air we had been so long denied.

“I’m so sorry! Are you alright? I may have gone too far…”

“I-I’m fine. But… where are we?”

“This is the inside of a cocoon I prepared beforehand. It’s wrapped in several layers, with soundproofing magic cast over it. Unless someone’s screaming at the top of their lungs, no one should hear us.”

I kept questioning.

“What about the women from the Holy Spirit Nation? What happened to them?”

“Leave that to your master to find out. You needn’t worry about it.”

The betrayal I had most feared—Salbira turning against us—had not come to pass. Just in case, I’d prepared a teleportation stone, but it turned out unnecessary. For now.

“General… are you alright?”

“Damn that vampire. Hits like a truck…”

Even the exposure of General Adora’s betrayal had been planned in advance. 

Training had to continue. 

My master had said that the more mana one had, the easier it was to ascend to the realm of the surgical arts.

‘Hoo… holding my breath that long was tough.’

I’d managed to bring all the spirit stones without being detected.

There were only about two weeks left. 

Once the ritual concluded, the female soldiers from the Holy Spirit Nation would be offered as sacrifices. 

Until then, I needed to expand my mana pool and reach an even higher state. 

This was by far the harshest training I had ever undergone.

I sat upright and began my breathing exercises.

Inhale, slowly. 

Exhale, slowly.

With my second week of fasting underway, my body had grown frail—but the results were remarkable. 

My mana reserves had increased eightfold. 

I was gaining real momentum.

“My master will now take her leave. Staying here too long would only invite unnecessary suspicion.”

In Salbira’s absence, the General remained, along with a single small spider creature—a cute little thing that made a soft pim-pi sound. 

It would serve as our official “watcher.”

The General had become quite adept at producing mana water; now she could make a dose in under thirty minutes. 


She tapped gently on my thigh, asking if I wanted to drink.

I nodded. 

And once again, our lips met.

This marked our two-hundredth kiss.

“Oooh… Pim-pi-pi…”
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The three holy soldiers were imprisoned in an underground dungeon.

Their hands and feet were tightly bound, and not even a single vent pierced the stone walls. 

The only source of air—the iron bars of the cell—was sealed threefold, and just beyond it roamed blood ghouls.

Escape seemed impossible.

“Hey. You there.”

Rachael called out to the wandering monsters, but they didn’t even bother to glance in her direction, let alone respond.

Their eyes were cloudy and unfocused—completely devoid of reason.

“Looks like they’re low-grade Shikigami,” said Tiria.

“Shikigami?” 

Riyo echoed.

“I’ve heard that high-ranking vampires can use necromancy. They stuff a soul into a dead body and control it like a puppet.”

Tiria continued, explaining that a vampire’s shikigami would obey nothing but their master’s command.

“So… we’re being watched by the dead?” 

Rachael muttered.

Riyo sniffed the air. 

“I smell formaldehyde. They look intact, but they’re corpses.”

“They’ll probably react if we try anything funny,” she added. 

“This complicates things.”

“There’s no way out?” 

Rachael asked.

“Well…”

Rachael and Riyo glanced at Tiria.

Truthfully, ghosts were no match for her. 

If she could just get these cuffs off, purifying the entire area would be a trivial task. 

But the vampires knew that too—there was no way they didn’t.

Rachael looked down at her own restraints. 

Beyond the iron shackles, there were bindings made from silken threads—Salbira’s handiwork. 

No ordinary thread could be this strong. 

The vampires clearly didn’t trust her. 

They suspected the spider woman.

Was there a way to escape?

Yes. 

There was.

Three days ago, Erich had secretly handed them a mana stone—a replica of a teleportation gem harvested from a ghoul. 

There’d been a body search before they arrived, but fortunately, it hadn’t been discovered.

The Vampire Princess didn’t know about the twin sisters’ powers.

The moment she learned they could manipulate mana, the surveillance would tighten drastically.

There would only be one chance.

Rachael, Tiria, and the Riyo-Miyo twins had all agreed: if Erich made a move, they would escape with him—no matter what. 

Each of them had made up their minds.

Just then, a deep male voice echoed through the corridor.

“So the final sacrifices are here?”

Footsteps followed—boots against stone. 

The tension in the air tightened.

“Yes, sir,” came a subordinate’s voice. 

“They say they’re prisoners from the Holy Spirit Nation.”

“…Holy Spirit Nation?”

“They each worship different goddesses. I overheard someone claiming they’d make excellent catalysts.”

“The Vampire Princess certainly is resourceful. Snagging new sacrifices behind our backs…”

Hazcael.

There was no mistake. 

These were officers of the Magic Kingdom. 

Tiria’s brow furrowed as three officers approached the cell.

“That one’s a squad captain from the White Lotus Corps, the next belongs to the Divine Engineers… and the last one?”

He studied Rachael with a sneer.

“Obvious enough—she’s the Saint of Purification.”

Rachael and Tiria exchanged glances. 

A dozen high-ranking officers… and a general. 

Not just any general—he wore five stars on his collar.

“Well, well. The Saint speaks the language of the Magic Kingdom,” the general chuckled, removing his cap with a theatrical flourish.

“I am Admiral Abraham Dietz.”

“Abraham Dietz? Commander of the Southern Seas? You’re supposed to be dead. Everyone said you died at the Battle of Tatankur.”

“Your intelligence is appalling,” he scoffed. 

“You shouldn’t make declarations without a body.”

“So the Magic Kingdom was preparing forbidden magic,” Tiria said coldly. 

“And with the old monsters, no less.”

Dietz’s grin didn’t falter, but the officers behind him looked increasingly uneasy as they locked eyes with Rachael and Riyo. A silent standoff.

Tiria broke the silence.

“You’re trying to resurrect the Demon King, aren’t you?”

“Yes,” Dietz said without hesitation.

“That’s insane. Why would the Magic Kingdom side with their ancient enemy? It was Hazcael who destroyed Hellia. Have you all forgotten the oath made by Zeraem?”

Dietz’s lips curled in contempt.

“Cheeky little girl. Quoting old oaths like some kind of priestess. Gentlemen, behold. The Holy Church has no spine. When we first made our Pact, they ignored us. Now that their lives are on the line, suddenly it’s all about ‘honor’ and ‘promises.’ Hilarious, don’t you think?”

The officers began to snicker.

“So what is it? Did someone tell you to cry about the pact when things got rough? The Pope? The High Priest? Or was it—your precious goddess?”

“You know exactly who I mean.”

“I don’t deal with the Holy Nation. Who are you referring to?”

“Erich Rohnstein.”

The moment the name left her lips, Dietz’s expression went still.

“…Say that again.”

“Erich Rohnstein. Successor to Johannes Kalon, commander of the mana stone supply unit. Tall, handsome. Ring a bell?”


Behind him, the color drained from the officers’ faces.

Tiria recalled the ghost island. 

Even the wrathful spirits of the Magic Kingdom had hesitated to harm Erich. 

That was how deeply he was respected.

“To survive, we had to cooperate with him. It started as a necessary evil… but now? We trust him. He’s a good man. Judging by the look on your faces, I’d say you think the same.”

Even as she said it, Tiria was surprised. 

She hadn’t expected all the officers to flinch. 

How revered must he have been?

No… of course. 

That’s why even she had begun to fall for him. 

A man more priestly than the Saint herself.

“Rohnstein… Last I heard, he died at Tatankur.”

“Your intelligence is as terrible as ever,” she replied. “No body, no certainty.”

“Bwahaha!”

Dietz burst into booming laughter.

“You’re far more spirited than I expected.”

“I wasn’t made a Saint for show.”

“But even if you’re his friend, that doesn’t change your fate. In two weeks…”

He paused, eyes gleaming.

“Use the time to make peace with your gods. If you need paper and pen to write your wills, I’ll be generous.”

“Won’t be necessary.”

With that, the conversation ended. 

Dietz turned away, his officers silently following. 

Unlike their bold entrance, their retreat felt tense—almost hurried.

“We’ll all get out of here. Together.”

Tiria whispered as she watched his silhouette vanish down the corridor.

***

Just as Salbira promised, no one had dared enter the cocoon. 

With the outside world shut away, she could focus solely on her training.

She worried about the other holy soldiers, but all she could think now was how vital it was to increase her mana reserves.

Three weeks of fasting passed.

By then, even breathing left a sweet metallic taste on her tongue.

My thoughts wouldn’t connect. 

The moment I let my focus slip, I felt like I’d collapse right there. 

And yet, even maintaining that focus was becoming nearly impossible.

It felt like my endurance was being tested to its absolute limit.

I couldn’t go on like this.

Each time that thought surfaced, the General would come to give me water.

She had, in essence, joined me in my fast. 

She claimed she couldn’t eat comfortably while I starved right beside her. 

That was her first reason.

“I’m fine, really. At least you should eat, General.”

“I won’t.”

“If my father saw this, he’d be heartbroken.”

“Didn’t you learn how the Mage Nation was formed during history class? You should know that the bonds between Hazcael alumni… they’re as strong as blood. My fellow alumnus has forsworn food. How can I eat in peace, when we share life and death together?”

Her head gently bumped my shoulder. She leaned on me—just enough not to be a burden.

“…So hang in there, senior. Just a little longer.”

That was it. 

That’s why I couldn’t quit, even when I was moments away from giving up. 

If it weren’t for General Adora, I would’ve thrown in the towel two days ago.

And the reward for enduring was immense.

My mana levels had soared—fifty times what they were on the first day. 

At this point, I was well above the national average, and nearly on par with the incoming students of Laron Academy.

Just passing that exam would change my life.

An hour passed. 

The General, her mouth holding water, nudged my thigh. 

I was in the middle of crafting a mana stone, but instinctively turned my head and opened my mouth.

We had kissed over four hundred times now.

If Tetman ever found out about this, he’d probably kill me where I stood. 

The Giffold family, after all, upheld chastity before marriage as a strict principle.

And yet… guilt wasn’t the only thing I felt.

I was beginning to lust after the General.

We’d been stuck in this small room for days, kissing each other hundreds of times. 

And not just romantic kisses—but mouth-to-mouth water transfers. 

Survival-driven acts of necessity… that my subconscious had started to perceive differently.

To my mind, kissing General Adora had become a vital act of survival.

It was easy to see where that would lead.

Eventually, my repressed desires exploded, bursting forth like a dam breaking.

“…?!”

When I slipped my tongue in, the General’s eyes widened like a startled rabbit. 

She clutched at my collar, her shoulders trembling. 

Her breath hit my cheek, sweet and dizzying, like strawberries.

A lovely strawberry scent.

I knew I shouldn’t.

I knew this wasn’t right. 

But I traced her lips, seeking just a little more water. 

My tongue teased against hers.

I wasn’t in my right mind.

She slowly began to lean back. 

I supported her head with my left hand and wrapped my right arm around her waist. 

Her trembling subsided, little by little.

Then… she accepted it. 

Her tongue yielded to mine, and her lips fluttered gently in response.

Her mouth was like an oasis that never dried.

[“…Pimppi?”]

I snapped out of it when I heard the small spider’s voice.

[“Pimppi! Pimppipi! Ppyongppyongi!!”]

We broke apart at once.

General Adora looked up at me, dazed and breathless. 

A viscous trail of shared saliva clung to her lower lip, glistening as it slowly dripped down.

Still panting, she whispered:

“Senior… you pervert.”

All I could do was bow my head and apologize. 

Maybe fasting really was a bad idea after all.

Regardless, we needed to separate now. 

I still had training to do…

“So this is what you’ve been up to? Living quite the carefree life, aren’t you.”

A familiar voice cut through the tension.

I turned, and there, at the entrance to the cocoon, stood someone I never expected to see.


“You sure made a lot of girlfriends while I was gone, Colonel Ronstein.”

“…Admiral Dietz?”

“Yeah, it’s me. I always thought you were a good, honest friend, Colonel—but turns out you’re quite the playboy. Tell me—how’d you end up laying hands on Giffold’s most treasured daughter, huh?”

I couldn’t say a word.

The reunion I’d dreamed of ever since getting stranded on that deserted island… turned out to be an absolute disaster.
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I was never meant for the military. 

The strict, top-down hierarchy of command and obedience—utterly intolerable. 

And yet, I managed to survive as an officer during wartime, largely thanks to Admiral Dietz.

From the very first day I was stationed on the front lines, the Admiral treated me with kindness. 

He cherished both soldiers and officers equally, a man of compassion and quiet dignity.

Respect came quickly—almost too quickly.

But I never expected the day would come when I’d feel uneasy in his presence.

“You look worse than I thought,” the Admiral said casually.

As if in response, thunder rumbled in my empty stomach.

“Don’t tell me the monsters didn’t even feed you?”

“I’m fine,” I replied.

“Fine? Look at you—your face is sunken in.”

I already knew the Magic Kingdom had connections with the Demon King’s army. 

And now, here was Admiral Dietz, standing before me. 

The implications were all too clear.

“Would you care for something to eat?” 

He asked, as if nothing were amiss.

I refused and countered, “Don’t you have something to say first?”

“Ah, you’re right,” he said, nodding.

He saluted, the gesture crisp.

“Welcome back to the unit, Lieutenant Colonel Rohnstein.”

Even when I later asked him directly, he gave no meaningful answers—just excuses and diversions.

The warmth in his demeanor was the same as ever. 

If not for the fact that he now stood among the Demon King’s forces, there would’ve been nothing to question.

I asked the General if anything seemed off to her, but she only shook her head.

“I know every name in the core of the Eightfold Assembly,” she said. 

“Abraham Dietz isn’t one of them. Who even is this man? Is he truly one of us?”

It’s a difficult judgment to make.

Sometimes, the line between enemy and ally is razor-thin. 

Human relationships aren’t linear.

Yesterday’s enemy can become today’s comrade. 

And today’s foe might well become tomorrow’s lover.

“If you ever feel like eating, just let me know,” the Admiral said before leaving.

At least, for now, he treated us humanely. 

If he had joined the vampires, maybe it was part of a carrot-and-stick strategy. 

All the more reason not to lower my guard.

That night, as I resumed my training, Salbira finally appeared after a long absence.

[“You met your superior officer, I see.”]

[“What the hell is going on?”]

[“The Admiral is with us. But he’s not part of the Demon King’s army, nor is he affiliated with the Eightfold Assembly.”]

For reference, the Eightfold Assembly had recently been exposed as a cabal of dark mages who reached out to the remnants of the Demon King’s army. 

Their goal: to bring about the descent of a Demon God. 

Circumstantial evidence suggests that “Demon God” refers to the soul of the Demon King himself.

[“He’s a man full of mysteries. But without him, we wouldn’t have been able to accelerate the preparations for the ritual.”]

[“In what way?”]

[“Before that, let me ask you one thing. Did you… respect him?”]

I hesitated. 

Salbira’s upper and lower eyes both darted away from my gaze.

[“…Let’s save this conversation for another time.”]

[“No. I want to know.”]

[“I’m just worried you’ll be hurt.”]

[“I still want to know.”]

[“My student…”]

She sighed deeply.

[“You’re still in training. You can’t afford to get distracted. Emotional shock will only drain your energy.”]

She apologized for stirring my curiosity.

Maybe it’s better not to know. Sometimes ignorance really is bliss. 

I decided not to dig deeper.

Once the war ends and the nation stabilizes, the truth will come out anyway.

For now—

Despite the hunger gnawing at me, I entered week four of my training and finally achieved a surprising result: mana levels high enough to rank among the top students at Laron Academy.

The joy swelled in my chest—but it was too early to celebrate.

The real trial was only just beginning.

[“I’ll teach you the surgical technique,”] Salbira said, placing a set of practice mana stones before me. 

She altered one remotely, transforming it into something with a fibrous, thread-like texture.

[“Now, return it to its original form.”]

[“How?”]

[“That, you must figure out for yourself. Only then can you stand on equal footing with your master.”]

It was an impossible task. 

Turn something that’s no longer a stone back into stone? 

Like separating paint from dyed water.

Salbira offered cryptic guidance: use as little mana as possible, think and act as if you are nature, discard all conventional logic. 

All abstract. 

All frustrating.

As someone trained in mathematically grounded magical theory, it was excruciating.

I poured hours of focused effort into the task. 

But with the deadline approaching, all I earned was more tension—no results.

Was I really this inadequate?

I had studied so hard. 


Trained so relentlessly.

[“Don’t be so impatient. Slow and steady wins the race.”]

[“I know. But… Master, we don’t have time. Soon, those kids might die.”]

[“It’s alright. Just breathe. Empty your mind. Forget theory—trust your body. Even if you understand how buoyancy works, you can’t know if you can swim until you enter the water.”]

Maybe it was the hunger. 

Despite Salbira’s encouragement, I couldn’t master the technique. 

The only thing I gained was a higher mana reserve.

An achievement, yes—but I couldn’t help wanting more.

And so came the final day of the ritual.

The Grand Rite to resurrect the Demon King loomed.

Admiral Abraham Dietz stood by, flanked by over a dozen officers. 

Dozens of heavily armed special forces waited on either side.

The Admiral took out a pocket watch.

Click.

The capsule opened, revealing a photograph. 

A nearby officer from the Eightfold Assembly leaned in curiously.

“Is that your daughter?”

“A photo from when she was young. It’s been twenty years now.”

“Time really flies,” the Admiral murmured.

“If we can just get through this, I might finally go home. Maybe even play with her again…”

“Sir, if it’s been twenty years, surely she’s an adult by now?”

“I suppose she is.”

“Have you… not seen her in all that time?”

“It’s been a long time. I’ve been busy.”

The younger officer frowned. 

That didn’t add up. 

The war only began three years ago. 

Even with remote postings, not seeing one’s family for twenty years?

He sensed something was wrong—and asked no further questions.

The Admiral checked the time and returned the watch to his coat. 

At his signal, the special forces moved in perfect synchrony.

The seclusion training had ended.

General Adora and I finally shared a meal for the first time in nearly a month. Even as I ate, the food stuck in my throat.

“What happened to the prisoners from the Holy Spirit Nation?” I asked.

“Why worry about them?”

“I’m just wondering if they’re getting enough to eat.”

The Admiral sighed.

“You haven’t changed. You’re always worried about the enemy, even when we barely have time to care for our own. I’ve said it before—your kindness is both your strength and your weakness.”

“Admiral…”

“How does it taste—the soup of your homeland, after all this time?”

“It’s good,” I replied.

Maybe it was because I hadn’t had it in so long, but it was passable. Still, a hollow feeling crept in. It didn’t feel like I was enjoying a meal. It felt like mechanical consumption—something done out of necessity, not desire.

“…I miss Tyria’s stew,” I muttered softly in the language of the Holy Spirit Kingdom.

After we finished eating, our hands were bound by the spider silk spun by Salbira.

“Follow me, maggots.”

When Salbira gave the signal, the threads would unravel, and that moment would be our cue—to restrain the vampire and destroy the altar. That was the basic plan. Of course, if anything went wrong or deviated from expectations, we’d have to improvise.

Lost in thought, I glanced around and met the eyes of three women being dragged along, tightly wrapped in silk. No need for words—it was the Valkyrie and her group.

The Valkyrie stared at me with wide, furious eyes. The Saint looked at me with sorrow. The Fox Sisters had blank, resigned expressions.

“Everyone,” I whispered, “the time has finally come. We’re going to witness the moment of glory.”

The vampire hummed a cheerful tune as she yanked on the ropes binding the soldiers of the Holy Spirit Kingdom. She began to speak, as if she were reviewing a long-forgotten story she had been eager to share. Some of it was shocking—some outright repulsive.

“Look at that map,” she said, pointing to a massive world map mounted on the corridor wall.

“See those marks made in blood? Those aren’t the only sacrifices offered to revive the Supreme Being.”

As I traced the points on the map with my eyes, a symbol began to emerge—a specific shape.

It was the emblem of the occult group known as the Eightfold Ring: the Silver Loop.

Now I understood. These lunatics had drawn magical sigils across the lands and seas of the Holy Spirit Kingdom using human blood. All of it, just to bring back their so-called sovereign. Countless lives, offered up for one mad purpose.

And with that realization, the suffering of Rachel and the Fox Sisters during their childhoods began to make sense.

“All the battles you fought, the strange incidents all across Ascalia, the massacres of beastkin and their disappearances—everything was groundwork for the return of our Demon Lord!”

Rachel’s village had been burned to the ground by arsonists from that mysterious cabal.

The Fox Sisters had been kidnapped by the Eightfold Ring and subjected to grotesque experiments. One of them had even lost her body.

“No… all the unexplained events in the Holy Spirit Kingdom—were they all…” the Saint murmured, realization dawning. Her tone grew sharp, stripped of its usual politeness.

“Blasphemy! How could you do something so vile?! What about the people who lost their families? The ones suffering from war—what did they ever do to deserve this?!”

“Right, right. They were innocent,” the vampire said with a smirk. “But what’s that got to do with me?”

“…What?”

“I don’t care how pitiful you humans are. You live less than a hundred years, whimpering and dying like vermin. So what if you’re treated like livestock?”

“Livestock? How dare you say something so revolting—!”

“What’s so revolting about it?” the vampire snapped. “You humans do the same. You breed pigs, cows, chickens—raise them, eat them, offer sacrifices when you want good luck. We do the same thing. So why is it okay for you and not for us?”

“We do it to survive. Not for wicked rituals like you.”

“Hah. Such noble nonsense.”

The vampire sneered at the Saint with open contempt.

“So tell me—when I drank human blood to survive, what did your people do? Did you say, ‘Oh, it’s for survival, that’s fine’? No—you branded us demons and hunted us down. Do you know how many of my comrades died because of that?”

The Saint fell silent. The vampire pressed on, her voice filled with venom.

“One thing is clear, Saint. Your kind and ours can never share the same sky. That’s just how nature works. Your beloved goddesses created the world this way—you should respect that.”

“…You know, you have a point, bat-girl.”

“…Huh?”

Someone was blocking the altar entrance.

Officers from the Magic Kingdom.

A heavily armed battalion, previously unseen, now stood by the admiral like an elite guard. 

Emblazoned on their uniforms was a symbol I’d never seen before—crossed staff and pistol on their chests and shoulders.

The General muttered in confusion.

“Why is the National Security Special Task Unit here…?”

Clack. 

Clack. 

Clack.

The entire unit aimed their guns at the vampire.

She scowled, irritation coloring her voice. 

“What the hell is this, Admiral Dietz?”

“Just as you said earlier,” he replied. 

“Humans and monstrous vermin can’t live under the same sky. We differ in nature, in values. So naturally, one side must disappear.”

“You filthy mongrels… Are you betraying me now, after everything?!”

“I’m just making stew out of my hunting dogs. Problem?”

“Hah! Do you even realize who helped you succeed in necromantic magic? You ungrateful bastards—!”

Veins bulged on the vampire’s forehead, but she had no time to lunge at the admiral.

Because at the very moment he stopped speaking—

BANG.

Gunfire erupted.

Dozens of bullets struck the vampire in an instant, blood spraying from her body.

“This… what is this…”

“Silver bullets, forged from smuggled relics of the Holy Spirit Kingdom,” Dietz said calmly. “Nothing better for putting down blood-sucking vermin. Farewell.”


Everyone looked on in shock—except me.

I remained calm.

This development… certainly wasn’t expected.

But if I played my cards right, I might just seize the greatest advantage of all.
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According to old legends, silver and mercury were said to be the weaknesses of all manner of monsters. 

Whether that was true or not, the vampire was clearly struggling.

Granted, no creature could take a bullet and remain unscathed—but still.

“These little… bastards…”

If anything, the real monster was the one still standing after that much damage. 

Had she been human, that last attack would’ve killed her ten, maybe fifteen times over.

The vampire muttered under her breath.

“Go (固).”

Blood that had been flowing down her body suddenly reversed course, defying gravity. 

It hardened abruptly, forming a wall thick and wide enough to cover the entire corridor.

“A little trick, is it?”

Tatata-tang!

Gunshots rang out from the other side of the wall. 

Cracks appeared along its surface, and the vampire calmly reinforced it, feeding more blood into the gaps to repair the damage.

She was distracted. 

Focused on the front.

It was the perfect opportunity.

At my silent gesture, Salbira released her webs all at once. 

But in the next heartbeat, the vampire’s gaze locked with mine.

Her expression twisted in disdain.

“Salbira. What are you doing?”

“Isn’t it obvious?”

“Oh. Betrayal?”

The vampire curled her lip in a sneer.

“You too, huh? Honestly, I had a feeling. I’ve been planning to kill you the moment the ritual ended, but it seems you’ve saved me the trouble.”

The air bristled with her fury, her power palpable. 

She was every bit the vampire she appeared to be.

The three female soldiers, now freed from their bindings, pulled out magic stones they’d prepared earlier. 

As Miyo and Director Adora infused them with mana, weapons materialized in the air.

The Valkyrie gripped a steel spear. 

The Saint raised her baculus. 

Riyo leveled her crossbow.

“Material transmission magic…?”

The vampire let out a dry laugh and changed the subject.

“Salbira, answer me this—what happened to the you I once knew? The fearless general who slaughtered hundreds of thousands of humans—where did she go? All I see now is a coward groveling to their kind.”

“I just… realized something. That a world ruled by brute force will never bring about an age of demons.”

“Did you hit your head?”

Salbira’s expression was complicated.

The vampire’s, in contrast, brimmed with certainty.

I finished gathering the last of the webs and stepped back. 

Salbira naturally took my place at the front, facing off with the vampire. 

Her voice was calm.

“My student, leave this to your master. Go back.”

“No.”

I stood firm.

“Why should I retreat when I can fight alongside you?”

“Because this is my burden to carry. It has nothing to do with you.”

“A master’s burden is the student’s burden too, isn’t it?”

Salbira glanced back at me over her shoulder.

“We’ve only known each other a short while. Don’t tell me you’ve grown attached already. You don’t know this, but I’ve killed more people than you can imagine—”

“I just believe in giving back what I receive. And besides, the altar’s right there, isn’t it?”

“Didn’t I tell you? Haste makes waste.”

“If we’re in a hurry, shouldn’t we go faster instead of taking the long way?”

“Foolish student.”

Her words were a scolding, but a soft smile tugged at her lips.

She’d wanted us to stay from the beginning.

I summoned mana from within. 

Once, it had felt like pouring water into a cup. 

Now, it felt like hauling a bucket up from a deep well—heavy, and solid.

We could win this.

Vephisha was cornered.

In front of the altar stood Admiral Abraham Dietz. 

Behind her were Salbira and a ragtag bunch of humans.

All enemies now.

What irritated her most was that damn Salbira. 

The offerings she had prepared for sacrifice now pointed weapons at her, desecrating her authority.

“Worms…”

How had it come to this?

How had the Demon King’s army fallen so low that even one of the last three remaining generals would betray it?

To silence the storm of doubt inside her, there was only one answer.

The Demon King.

The supreme being who had united the fractured demon race with unmatched strength. 

If ‘He’ returned, surely the age of demons would rise again.

“You think I’ll give up just like that?”

Even in ruin, Vephisha was of ancient blood. 

Her mastery over blood magic far surpassed ordinary vampires.

Just a flick of her lips could rupture her enemies’ veins, make them spill blood from every orifice with terrifying grace.

It should’ve been that way.

“…?!”


An unknown mana was blocking her magic completely.

She reached out with her senses. 

It wasn’t Salbira’s. 

It was unfamiliar.

What the hell was this?

She couldn’t even use her best ability—remote blood manipulation. 

It was like fighting with one arm severed.

Vephisha’s steps faltered for just a second.

“Tch. Fine. I’ll rip your hearts out myself.”

Like a bullet, she surged forward.

First, she’d deal with the ones in front, holding the blood wall for cover. 

That was the plan.

Her mana clashed with Salbira’s.

Chazazazack!

Webs slashed through blood, and blood soaked the webs.

Vephisha thrust a spear of blood straight at Salbira’s heart—but Salbira met it with solid resistance.

Above them, nets fell from the ceiling, aiming to entangle Vephisha.

No way out—unless she could fly.

She transformed into a bat and darted free of the trap.

“Ugh. We’ve both gotten rusty, haven’t we?”

“Peace does that.”

“My body’s stiff. Not good. We need to train, especially with all the wars coming.”

“Tch.”

“I’ll be sure to let Him know. That only I, and the sea dragon Leviathan, remained loyal until His return.”

“You talk pretty.”

“Hah.”

Vephisha sighed and readied her blood spear.

At the same time, Salbira’s fingers wove through invisible threads.

“Sha (射).”

“Si (絲).”

The two generals’ assaults collided.

Blood surged from one side. 

Threads from the other. 

The hallway ceased to be a hallway. 

The walls rippled like liquid, and the floor squirmed like soft cloth.

This was no easy fight.

But Vephisha held the edge—in raw power and finesse. 

Not all generals were created equal. 

In the duel of magical control, Salbira was gradually being pushed back.

But then—

Swhiiik!

An arrow grazed Vephisha’s cheek.

“Who the hell—”

It was a diversion.

A spear shot in low from the left, slicing through the air.

“Oh Goddess of War…”

“Flow.”

The whisper shattered her focus.

Claaang!

Vephisha barely deflected Rachel’s ambush. 

The spear, infused with holy power, numbed her claws with the impact. 

It was humiliating. 

That girl would’ve died instantly in a one-on-one fight!

But even that was a feint.

A Word.

A divine tongue only gods used—and vampires loathed.

The moment the word echoed through the corridor, a blinding light exploded.

“Urgh!”

Unlike Salbira, who stood with her back to the blast, Vephisha had to recoil, eyes burning from the radiance.

She could no longer rely on sight. 

She had to depend solely on echolocation.

And now, the pests on either side were hurling spells at her.

Chamseong Stones, Haehwa Stones, Jeongnok Stones, Yuhun Stones… 

All of them were battle-grade mana stones, meant for piercing, cutting, or igniting.

To a vampire, they were manageable.

But the next attack surpassed all imagination.

“O sea, breathe.”

With a crisp crack, a stone struck her back. 

It dug into her pale skin—and then ignited.

Vephisha’s body was engulfed in flames.

A shriek tore from the vampire’s throat. 

This burn… it was unlike anything she’d ever experienced. 

She couldn’t tell if the scream was coming from her or if the scream was screaming her.

It just—hurt. So much.

“That’s Baekrin Stone. One of our creations.”

“We swore never to use it again… but we had no choice this time.”

Two unfamiliar male voices.

“Ugh, just seeing it is horrifying.”

“I never want to remember what it felt like back then.”

Then came the voices of women, joining in.

It wasn’t just one enemy. 

Spirits hidden in ambush had leapt out and targeted Vephisha.

Hot. 

Disgustingly hot. 

She couldn’t endure it. 

She hated running water with a passion, but in that moment, even the edge of a sun-drenched river seemed like salvation.

Vephisha forced her burning eyes open.

“You pathetic worms can’t do a thing on your own…”

There—the woman with black hair and golden eyes. 

Power on par with the heroes she had clashed with in the past.

There—the white-haired Lumina. 

She radiated even more divine energy than the elven priest she’d once faced.

There—the fox beastkin. 

The way she adjusted her crossbow bolts on the spot… such skill rivaled even the elite beastkin scouts from that infamous skirmish.

And that woman wearing a commander’s insignia… need she say more? 

Her mana reserves were almost equal to Vephisha’s, tipping the balance of battle unfavorably.

But even all of them together wouldn’t have been a true problem.

No—the real problem was him. 

The man at the center of the women.

Erich Rohnstein.

He was the most troublesome.

If they were only measuring combat prowess, he wasn’t even a match for the fox woman. 

But he possessed another kind of power. 

One that couldn’t be seen.

The power to lead.

‘Command.’

“You—! No way…!”

Vephisha’s mind conjured up the face of another man, one whose name she had never known. 

More loathsome than any hero. 

His circle of mages had plunged Hellyre into utter ruin.

His name was—

“Zeraem—!!”

Now she saw it. 

The resemblance was there. 

Time had passed, and different blood had mixed in, but that obnoxious aura of his… it was unmistakable.

“You! I’ll kill you—I swear I’ll kill you!”

She looked like she might charge at any moment, but instead, Vephisha found herself backing away. 

Her instincts screamed.

Run. 

You can’t win…

Fear.

They say battle is about momentum, not power. 

No matter how strong you are, if your morale breaks, your strength won’t follow.

Vephisha was the perfect example. 

Even if she insisted she was fine, the trauma from that day had rooted itself deep in her subconscious.

Zeraem.

A name more terrifying than silver bullets to a blood-sucking vampire.

“Shine forth!”

“Etch the eighth stroke, and return to the end.”

Vephisha’s blood veins collided with the man’s magic.

The force behind it…

He had the upper hand.

Was he—a surgeon?

“You awakened in such a short time…?”

No. 

Not quite awakening.

He was consciously manipulating every mana point, with full control. 

It had been interfering with her blood manipulation all along.

“Annoying little…!”

The man’s magical skills were like a cocoon just before metamorphosis. 

If he were to break free—if he were to dry his wings…

She’d be overwhelmed. 

His mana control would crush her.

Correction: The young man before her was even more dangerous than Zeraem.

She didn’t want to die here like a fool.

Yes—retreat. 

A tactical withdrawal. 

Great ambitions required patience. 

She had waited this long—what was a few more hours?

“I’ll kill you! I’ll kill you! I’ll kill you—!!”

Screaming, Vephisha hurled herself toward a blood-forged wall.

They say there’s no paradise where you flee…

“Why—why won’t the fire go out…?!”

She rolled within her own blood, trying to extinguish the flames—only to find herself face to face with a heavily armed national security special unit.

“There you are. Took you long enough. This wall was a real pain.”

As Admiral Dietz chuckled, a shell embedded itself right into Vephisha’s forehead.

Ah, yes—Salbira. 

Now she understood why Salbira had sided with the humans.

She didn’t need him anymore.


But for the rest of the demons, he was still necessary.

So—if it came to it, she would give up her life to complete the ritual.

“…Burning Sacrifice.”

O demon, flood this corridor with veins to drown them all.

With Vephisha’s final incantation, the path to the altar turned into a living bloodstream.
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As we had been warned, the vampire attempted to manipulate the blood flow of me and my comrades. 

A dreadful bloodlust surged, crashing against the Valkyrie, the Saint, and the Fox Sisters in turns.

I repelled it all.

And yet, I was surprised. Normally, by now, I’d be wheezing from mana exhaustion… but— I didn’t feel the least bit tired.

Cornered, the vampire fled beyond the blood wall.

“Well done, my student.”

“She was struck by the White Phosphor Stone. She won’t last long.”

The White Phosphor Stone.

Once a source of trauma for the Valkyrie, but now an indispensable weapon to protect her.

The moment that stone strikes you, it sears your body until your very last breath. 

At this point, we could call it our victory—

Unless the vampire used that method.

“…A sacrificial rite.”

Of course. I should’ve known.

She had begun her final desperate act.

“I call upon the demon—let a flood come forth and sweep away these pitiful lives! I demand inevitability! If it is required, take my life here and now!”

This was no ordinary offering.

It was a grand sacrificial rite, one that demanded her own life as payment.

It is said that the greater the value of the sacrifice, the more power a demon bestows in return. 

Only the parties of such a grim transaction could know the worth of a vampire who has lived for centuries.

“…All for His sake.”

Splatter!

A torrent of dark red blood burst from the vampire’s mouth. 

Her body staggered, thrown about by the force of her own blood.

It was a final spell, fueled by life itself.

“Damn it.”

Beyond the blood wall, the national security soldiers were retreating.

“Seal the gate! Rendezvous with the Eight Priests at the altar!”

“What about our comrades?”

“Abandon them.”

“Can we really do that?”

“You don’t understand what a sacrificial rite is, do you? If we don’t counter with a stronger force, we’ll be swept away. If we don’t shut the gate, we all die. Save your lives, not your conscience!”

“Y-Yes, sir!”

The vines leading to the altar rapidly sealed off.

“Sir! Are you abandoning us?!”

I shouted.

“Didn’t you say we were like sons to you? Why abandon your children now?!”

There was no reply.

“…Damn.”

“Erich, we don’t have time! The blood’s already up to our knees!”

We had to do something.

“My student, you know this already—but to stop this ritual, you must have mana control far superior to that of the demon fueling it.”

“Everyone, focus on breaking through the blood wall! My master and I will handle the vampire’s core!”

They nodded at my command.

The four female soldiers stepped forward, plunging their weapons into the blood wall.

As divine power surged, the wall—practically a mass of mana—began to squirm.

They pierced holes in it, draining as much water as they could.

Meanwhile, Salbira and I pushed through the currents, moving toward the vampire’s true body.

A suffocating, ferocious mana pricked against our skin—it was all radiating from her.

The vampire had long lost her mind.

She was no more than a blood-spewing machine now. 

Still breathing, perhaps, but nothing more.

Once we drowned, the demon would surely claim her soul as well.

Maybe because of the demon’s power, overwhelming her in mana control wasn’t as easy as before.

No—it was almost impossible.

“Vephisha… Did you truly wish to resurrect Him, even in death?”

“Master!”

“Let us give it our all!”

Salbira and I concentrated every last ounce of strength.

The water was already lapping at our chins. 

There was no time.

Then—suddenly.

“Senior! Look out!”

“Pimpy! Piiiimpy!”

A swarm of blood tendrils surged upward, crashing down over Salbira and me.

I couldn’t breathe.

The vampire’s blood was more than just sticky and vile. 

It carried a repulsive stench and a cold malice that made you retch on contact.

If my mana control faltered even slightly, it would rip the blood from my veins.

Unable to breathe, my body began to tremble with the fear of death. 

I didn’t want to face it.

I couldn’t even open my eyes.

Yet in that pitch darkness, something appeared.

My comrades.

Rachael, Tiria, Riyo and Miyo, Adora—the women I traveled with not out of camaraderie, but survival.

David, Senior Kallon, and Rachael’s dear friends—Daisy and Olivia, whom I had slain.

And Salbira—the spider monster who had become my second mentor.

If I failed here, they would all die.

No—I couldn’t allow it.

I had to save them.

We had to survive. 

I promised we would.

After all those months of hellish struggle, we couldn’t just die now.

Stubbornness welled up within me.

I forced my eyes open in the thick, clotting blood.

Beyond the crimson world, I could make out the drifting silhouettes of my comrades and the drones.

None of them could move.


Except one—Salbira.

She was trying to weave the surrounding blood into threads using her surgical magic. 

But it wasn’t easy.

The mana hidden in the blood overwhelmed even her abilities. 

Only a few tangled strands drifted like soggy noodles.

I had to help her.

But how?

I didn’t even know how to perform surgery magic.

Panic threatened to consume me.

Then, a voice echoed in my mind.

[“My student, the more urgent the moment, the more you must slow down.”]

Slow down when in a hurry.

Salbira had lived for centuries. 

Her being a monster was beside the point—she wouldn’t have said it lightly.

Yes… now I understood.

She didn’t mean to retreat.

She meant: even when facing the problem head-on, stay calm. 

Let it unfold at its own pace.

And in that moment—

On the brink of death, when I could no longer breathe, a new awareness opened before me.

Like donning night vision goggles, the world transformed.

Currents floated around me, whispering directions, urging me to touch, to act.

I soon realized—it was the voice of survival itself.

I gathered my focus.

And began to move through the water, as though walking a path.

In a state of perfect immersion, I became one with nature—no longer thinking of it as separate from myself.

Fwoooh.

I exhaled.

Yes—I had breathed. 

Underwater.

Using mana as my conduit.

Then, the veiled mysteries of this world fell into my grasp.

I abandoned the theories, the training, everything that had carried me until now.

And simply moved my hands, guided by the mana and my senses alone.

No incantation needed.

I asked nothing of demons—I had no use for their power.

Vephisha’s life was nearly extinguished.

But thanks to her contract, she wouldn’t die until the others were dead.

Look at them—those wretched creatures.

Thrashing in the blood like unborn infants in the womb.

Once they drowned, Admiral Dietz would become one of the vampire’s thralls as well.

That was the demon’s price.

It was a shame she wouldn’t witness the Demon King’s return, but the bloodline would live on…

Even in death, she would not be truly gone.

She was convinced of her victory—until that moment.

Suddenly, a formless whisper rang out—and space itself began to harden, like stone.

This was no blood clot.

This wasn’t simply coagulation.

The crimson flood was beginning to pale, fading away into nothingness.

‘Could it be… is the iron being separated from the blood?’

Impossible.

She had offered her very life to a demon. 

In return, she had been granted power far beyond her station—power she wielded arrogantly. 

And now, something dared to resist that power? 

To reject it not with sacrifice or blood rites, but with mere instinct and mana manipulation?

‘Who is it?’

‘Salbira?’

No.

The figure standing at the edge of Vephisha’s bloodied vision wasn’t her.

It was a man—elegant, composed, clad in the freshly pressed uniform of the Magocratic military, issued directly from Admiral Dietz.

‘Zeraem?’

No. Zeraem didn’t speak the language of the goddess.

‘Erich… Erich Rohnstein.’

‘Just what in the world are you?’

“What the hell did you do to my magic?!”

In the blink of an eye, the blood had been filtered—iron ore and impurities separated as if by alchemy.

What was liquid had solidified. 

Vephisha’s spell collapsed. 

She coughed one final mouthful of blood and collapsed to the floor.

Then, a voice echoed in her head.

[“You failed to repay what you received. I will take half your life instead.”]

“…What?”

The connection to the demon was severed.

[“Hey…? Hello? Are you listening? What the hell do you think you’re doing right now?”]

No response. 

No matter how many times she called out.

Enraged, Vephisha screamed, clutching her still-burning body.

[“Wait—what the hell do you mean it’s over?! You think you can just leave it like this?! Do your damn job! Answer me! I said answer me—!!”]

***

At the same time, Tiria and her companions, teetering on the edge of unconsciousness in the flood of blood, heard it too—the divine tongue.

To speak the language of the goddess meant you had been chosen by a god.

Most, like Tiria herself, were born with that power. 

But there were rare exceptions—those who, through sheer will and conviction, touched the divine. 

Even mortals, if they honed themselves like tempered steel, could sometimes attain it.

To Tiria’s knowledge, only one such person was present now.

Even if he always denied it—he was the kind of man who put others first.

“Cough… cough… Erich?”

She turned her head. Erich, who had shaken off the last of the blood clinging to him, exhaled slowly.

It wasn’t the Erich she knew.

There was no trace of Sefiron’s aura. 

And yet, a sacred energy surrounded him.

‘Could it be… that the goddess of compassion, R’veron, has chosen him?’

He didn’t know what he had just said. 

But he had felt something.

It was as if the world had shifted. 

As if he no longer stood in the world—but was the world. 

As though he had suddenly understood the strange symmetry of existence.

Everything he touched turned to stone.

Even without contact, he could feel, shape, and manipulate.

Tap.

With a light step, the iron extracted from the blood coalesced into hands—malleable and obedient. 

With them, he began pulling his companions from the bloodied mire.

“Is everyone alright?”

“Hah… hah… I think… yes.”

He helped Rachael to her feet.

Only a few minutes had passed—or so it felt. 

No one had drowned. 

Small mercies.

Once regrouped, they approached the vampire. 

Though cautious, they soon realized—he was spent.

Even Salbira, her longtime ally, remained silent.

It was Erich who spoke first.

“It’s over.”

The vampire smirked bitterly.

“…Worst possible match. Not only could you completely reject my mana, but you learned field surgery in the same instant? Are freaks like you common among humans now?”

“Curious about why you lost?”

“Yeah.”

“Because you’re one.”

“And we are many.”

“Tch. A dozen worms, maybe.”

“You really think there were only a dozen?”

“What?”

“Every step we took to get here was built on the help of countless others. We studied under heroes and sages, learned their teachings, and never forgot them.”

There were the legendary Mages who had taught him directly and indirectly, the many civilians who had supported those Mages, and, most recently, even his former enemies—the enemy women soldiers and Salbira herself—who had fought at his side.

Standing on the shoulders of such giants, he could see farther than any who came before him.


“In other words—you didn’t lose to me.”

“……”

“You lost to humanity.”

The vampire’s face went slack, as if struck in the head.
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The law of nature is fair to all.

Even the mightiest vampire descended from the progenitor’s bloodline cannot stand before mana depletion.

“Ugh.”

“Using a Grand Rite will wear down your body. You won’t be able to use magic for several days.”

And yet—complacency would be a fatal mistake.

The Valkyrie and the general raised their weapons.

“Shall we kill it?”

“We must.”

The vampire let out a low chuckle.

“Yes, go ahead. The strong ruling the weak—that’s the natural order of the world, isn’t it? Of course it is.”

“No. We’re not killing it.”

“What?”

“I said, we’re not killing it.”

The vampire frowned. 

The Valkyrie and the general turned to me, eyes wide in shock.

“Did you eat something bad?”

“Are you stupid?”

It was a rare occasion for the Holy Kingdom’s Dragon Knight and the Magic Nation’s general to agree.

“We have to get rid of it.”

[‘If we don’t kill her now, while she’s powerless, she’ll come back to haunt us later.’]

Riyo and Miyo shared the same opinion.

As for Salbira…

Salbira, who had once called the vampire a comrade, turned her head away to avoid my gaze. 

A silent expression of consent—but also a clear sign she didn’t want to get involved. 

The vampire’s expression twisted as she looked at Salbira.

Finally, the saintess spoke.

“No.”

She spoke with a voice that matched mine.

“Colonel?”

“Major, Sergeant. We can’t kill her. If we want the war to end, we need someone to take the blame.”

“What do you mean?”

The saintess continued, now in the language of Ascalia.

“The war between Ascalia and Hazcael was started centuries ago by remnants of the Demon King’s army sowing discord between nations. That’s the truth. But do you really think anyone would believe that? To make people accept it, we have to show them the demons they thought extinct still exist. A few documents won’t convince the masses.”

“Well, no one would believe it otherwise.”

“But how do you know we’ll even escape this place? If the vampire regains her strength, she’ll become a threat again.”

“It’s fine. I have a method.”

Her words were difficult, and I couldn’t catch all of it. 

But as she spoke, the Valkyrie and the fox sisters—once firmly opposed—began to show subtle changes in their expressions.

The saintess stepped forward and touched the vampire’s forehead with her index finger.

“You’re not… You couldn’t…”

A flash of white light flickered and then died.

On the surface, nothing seemed to change.

“Ah—ahhh! You cursed wench! What did you do to me?!”

“What else? I sealed you.”

The flow of mana gathering toward the vampire was abruptly cut off.

The Divine Curse: Mana Suppression.

“A secret technique that only works on those who have completely depleted their mana. I never thought I’d have a reason to use it… but thank you for giving me the chance.”

“Y-You bastard!”

“Well? Can’t gather mana anymore, can you?”

“Undo it! Undo it right now!”

Vampires feared this above all else. 

They controlled blood through mana. 

Without it, they were little more than strong beasts—brutish, but nothing special.

The vampire groaned in agony.

The saintess looked at me and smiled sweetly.

“This is what you intended, wasn’t it, Erich?”

I nodded.

Of course, I had two more reasons.

First, I wanted to prove her wrong—that the strong had no right to dominate the weak.

Second, I had noticed Salbira’s guilt about betraying a former comrade.

“So, you won’t kill me after all?”

The vampire snorted—a noise between laughter and weeping. 

She stared at my face, eyes burning red.

“Erich Rohnstein, you’re too soft. Showing mercy to a monster that threatened not just you, but your allies too! Idiots like you deserve to suffer for being alive! Don’t you get it?”

“Maybe.”

“Exactly! You moron! That bleeding-heart sympathy will get you killed one day! Just wait—you’ll see how foolish you really are!”

I laughed.

“You’re right. I am a fool.”

“Then why?”

“Because the world needs fools like me to be worth living in.”

“What?”

“And besides…”

I waved my hand. The wall rumbled and burst outward.

I reshaped the inner wall of the corridor to form bodies and extracted iron from the vampire’s blood to create their core circuits.

In an instant, four massive golems appeared.

Drones nearby recognized the empty golems and charged.

Soon, with creaking sounds, the hulking forms rose to life.

“Mercy… is something the strong grant the weak.”

The vampire looked up in dazed disbelief. 

Shadows fell long across her face.


“This magic… what is this?”

“I told you—you’ve lost to humanity.”

“Even Redoff takes months to build just one of these… and you, you did it in seconds… have humans been researching this for centuries?”

“Do you think this is all we’ve got?”

“You’re insane… all of you…”

The four golems asked if they could beat her to a pulp without killing her.

Still smarting from before, I gave them permission.

Thus, the proud heir to the progenitor’s bloodline was threshed like a harvest wheat stalk.

“Satisfying, isn’t it?”

“Argh! It hurts, damn it! You stinking rocks!!”

Crushed like rice cakes under a mallet, the vampire whimpered, her body limp.

“Just kill me already… just kill me…”

There was no time to linger.

With the greatest threat neutralized, only Admiral Dietz and the Eight-Ring Mages remained. 

They were human—there might be room for negotiation. 

Still, we had to prepare for the worst.

This was the final stretch.

“Let’s move.”

Salbira bound the vampire in webs and dragged her along. 

Before taking a step, she leaned in to whisper, just loud enough for me to hear.

“Thank you… and I’m sorry.”

She took the words right out of my mouth.

We passed through the corridor and descended the stairs toward the altar.

As expected, Admiral Dietz and the Eight-Ring Mages were already there, coiled like serpents.

Ooooooh—!

The mages, clad in cultish garb, bowed in unison before the altar’s sacred tree. 

At that moment, the core embedded in the tree’s heart pulsed red.

Without a doubt…

The ritual was almost complete. 

The Demon King would awaken. 

We had to stop it.

“You’ve arrived,”

Admiral Dietz blocked our path.

“To think you’d subdue a vampire… your skills have grown since we last met.”

“Don’t speak to me like that.”

“No need to be so harsh. I didn’t abandon you.”

“You did abandon us. That’s why I can say this much.”

“I only made the best decision I could as a commanding officer, Lieutenant Colonel Rohnstein. If I hadn’t given the retreat order when I did, all my subordinates would’ve been killed.”

“Aren’t I one of your subordinates?”

The admiral fell silent.

“You’re calling me ‘Lieutenant Colonel’ like I’m already dead.”

“My apologies. But… I honestly thought you were dead.”

“Then let me ask just one thing. That day, in the Tatancur Sea… where were you?”

Once again, the admiral gave no answer.

“Then allow me to deduce it for you.”

“Go ahead.”

“You were here that day.”

I stepped forward and pointed down the corridor.

“The vampire said it. All those mysterious incidents happening across the Holy Spirit Kingdom were offerings—part of the ritual to resurrect the Demon King. And this war, launched without reason? It’s the same thing. Wasn’t it just a massive human sacrifice to bring back a monster?”

“The Magic Kingdom and the Holy Spirit Kingdom have been bitter enemies since ancient times. We were hostile nations. And it was the Holy Spirit Kingdom that started this war.”

“Come on. We both know that was orchestrated by the Demon King’s army and the Octagram. Why deny it?”

“Orchestrated? I’m not sure what you mean. Do you have any evidence?”

“What more evidence do I need? You’re standing right here.”

“No, I’m afraid… I’m not actually here at all.”

At the admiral’s words, the Octagram mages, who had been praying, turned around. 

They rose to their feet, each drawing a pistol from within their robes and aiming it at me.

“How dare you refer to our sacred sacrifice as ‘orchestrated.'”

“You deserve to die a hundred times over!”

“And what would a mere officer know? Don’t you dare belittle our noble struggle to make the Magic Kingdom the greatest power in the world!”

The admiral spoke again, as if in agreement with them.

“To be frank, Lieutenant Colonel, I have no desire to kill you. In fact, I’d rather honor you as a war hero, one who developed multiple anti-air magic stones.”

“Not as the one who provided you with hundreds of living sacrifices?”

“That too.”

With that, the admiral pulled something from his coat and tossed it toward me.

An envelope.

“Take a look inside.”

Ten billion-won checks. 

One after another. 

Dozens of them.

Light in weight, yet unbearably heavy in meaning.

“Five billion.”

“Is this… hush money?”

“Hush money? Not at all. It’s a gift. To celebrate your survival.”

I scoffed. But the admiral continued unbothered.

“And this is just the beginning. If you wish, we can even provide you with a ‘desert island distress’ allowance. Later on, well… I’ve said it many times before, haven’t I? When the war is over, I’d like you to seriously consider courting my daughter. If it leads to marriage…”

Five billion.

“All yours. Just say the word.”

The money was in my hands.

A sum ordinary people could never hope to touch, not in their entire lives. 

With this kind of money, I wouldn’t need to become a professor or a tower master. 

I could buy whatever house or car I wanted, live off the interest, conduct whatever research I pleased.

And yet…

Why didn’t it move me?

Maybe it was because months of survival on a deserted island had dulled my sense of economic value.

Even so, there was one thing I knew for certain.

There are things more valuable than money.

Trust.

Having people you can rely on, who will march forward with you even when death looms overhead—that was worth more than any fortune.

“Tch.”

I clicked my tongue and prepared to throw the envelope away.

Or at least, I tried.

“Wait.”

A firm grip stopped me. 

General Adora had caught my wrist.

She snatched the envelope from me and began inspecting it herself.

“Two, four, six, eight… fifty exactly.”

“General Gifold, if you wish, we can prepare the same amount for you as well.”

“Really? And where exactly will that money come from?”

“We’ll speak directly with the Chancellor. We can even include your father’s pension. You’ll be well compensated.”

“Oh ho…”

The General grinned. 

She tucked the envelope into her coat and linked her arm with mine.

“Thank you, Admiral Dietz. You even covered the cost of our honeymoon.”


“What did you just say?”

“We’re agreeing to pretend none of this ever happened, right? So this money doesn’t exist either?”

Shing.

The General drew her blade and aimed it at the admiral.

More ruthless than a vampire’s offering—her actions left me speechless.
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Admiral Dietz let out a hollow chuckle.

“General Gifford, Lieutenant Colonel Rohnstein… I never knew you two were such fools. Turning down such a generous offer—why? Do you really think you’ll make it out of here alive?”

“Of course we do. But if we accept your offer, every one of the Holy Spirit Nation’s female soldiers here will die, won’t they?”

“Lieutenant Colonel, it seems you still lack discernment. How many times have I told you not to sympathize with the enemy?”

My eyes darted around. 

The cultists of the Eightfold Assembly had their guns trained on us. 

The officers near the admiral were casually checking their rifles.

The tension was razor-thin.

“Step aside. It’s not too late—you’d be wise to come over to our side now.”

“I refuse.”

“I’m being sincere. I don’t want to shoot you. We’re on the same side, aren’t we?”

“On the same side? Is that what you call resurrecting the Demon King with the blood of my soldiers?”

“The Demon King?”

Someone scoffed—it was one of the Eightfold Assembly cultists.

“You naive brat, you really don’t get it, do you… We’re not trying to resurrect the Demon King.”

That was news to me.

“Then what are you trying to summon?”

“The Demon God.”

“The Demon God?”

“The Demon King is merely a ruler among demons. Even if we resurrect him, he’s still mortal, and frankly, he’s too hostile toward humans to be of much use.”

“And the Demon God isn’t?”

“The king of demons is the perfect sovereign for a new era. Just as the Holy Spirit Order has its goddess, we too need a spiritual pillar. A figure who will unify the world through demonic power! Do you understand now?”

I didn’t.

Or rather, I understood the words, but not the logic. 

It made no sense.

“For centuries, we sorcerers have been branded as heretics by the Holy Spirit Order. Even invoking the ancient pacts of magic did nothing to stop their persecution. Why do you think we’ve suffered this long? What did we lack to deserve such contempt all the way to the modern—”

“Silence!”

Crack!

Daisy and Olivia, having snuck up behind the ranting cultist, clobbered him over the head.

“What the hell was all that babbling?”

“Yeah, so what were you even trying to say?”

The golems continued their assault.

“…”

“Brother! Damn it, what are these things?!”

Bang! 

Bang! 

Bang!

The cultists fired at the two golems.

“You idiots! Who shoots at stone?!”

“But Admiral Dietz is still trying to negotiate—!”

“Negotiate, my ass! Didn’t you just see it fall apart right in front of you? Can’t you read the room? Get your heads straight!”

One well-dressed cultist backhanded a lesser-robed peer across the face. 

The others hesitated, but slowly turned their guns as his rebuke rang out.

“Kill them!”

“There’s even a filthy beastkin—shoot her first!”

And at that moment, I stomped my foot.

Thud-thud-thud!

A rising pillar of stone intercepted the hail of bullets. 

Most of the shots were aimed at Riyo, so I made sure to reinforce that side. 

She yelped and curled her tail, scurrying behind me.

“No way!”

“He used magic without an incantation!”

“Just who is this guy?”

I had reached the peak of mastery. 

Most spells didn’t need full chants anymore—even powerful ones only required shortened incantations.

My heightened senses let me predict their mana movements and actions.

That’s why I could reject the admiral’s offer with such confidence.

“Shoot! Keep shooting, damn it!”

Pushing forward with the stone wall, I sent David and Kalon ahead. 

While they played the role of the anvil, I channeled mana into the earth behind them, manipulating mud and rock from a distance.

“Riyo.”

“Yeah?”

“Remember our promise?”

“I do.”

Her fox tail brushed gently against my arm.

I had once sworn to smash the jaws of the cult that had done this to her and her sister.

It was time to keep that promise.

The top priority was stopping the ritual itself.

Stone arms shot out and slammed into the cultists one by one.

“Behind you!”

“Argh!”

“Admiral Dietz, please save us!”

Despite the chaos, Admiral Dietz remained motionless.

“Why won’t you say anything?!”

“Go on. Keep trying.”

His expression was eerily calm. 

Almost as if he welcomed this madness.

I disarmed the cultists touching the stone and laid them flat.

“Why not finish them off? Are you too soft to even get revenge on those trying to kill you, Lieutenant Colonel Rohnstein?”

“No. They’ll face justice.”

“Then do as I say. I am the law here.”

“I’ll follow international law.”

“You really are a stickler for the rules, aren’t you?”

Even now, a few cultists managed to slip past the stone attacks. 

Most were dressed in fine robes. 

Three of them—probably the group’s leaders.

“We’ve no choice now!”

“Everyone, begin the offering!”


“Pray with all your might!”

Not on my watch.

I launched a barrage of stone missiles. 

Riyo and Salbira assisted with long-range attacks.

One was crushed under rubble. 

Another was caught in a sticky web. 

The third took a crossbow bolt to the leg and collapsed. 

Salbira stitched their mouths shut with thread, silencing any chants.

Just as I let out a breath—

“Well done. Truly impressive work.”

Clap. 

Clap. 

Clap.

The admiral applauded, a smile tugging at his lips.

“Your magic has come a long way, Lieutenant Colonel. Truly admirable.”

“Spare me the flattery. It’s over. Just admit your wrongdoing and surrender. I won’t press further.”

“You’re as stubborn as ever.”

“Are you surrendering or not?”

“I’m afraid not. But tell me, do you really think this was enough to stop the ritual?”

“Still playing games, are we?”

The admiral chuckled.

“You think I’m bluffing?”

“Yes.”

“Then what do you make of my composure?”

“I’ve watched you long enough. You’ve always been the type to hide your emotions.”

“Don’t fool yourself into thinking you understand me just because you’ve known me for two years,” the Admiral said coldly.

“A person’s true nature isn’t so shallow that it can be grasped in such a short time. Just as you’ve misunderstood me all this time.”

He flicked his fingers.

And then, the agents of the National Security Bureau raised their rifles and opened fire on the members of the Palyeong Society.

Screams. 

More screams. 

Even more screams.

The gunfire roared like thunder, and the cries of the people echoed in sync with each crack of the rifle.

Everyone—myself, the female soldiers, the golems, even Salbira—stood frozen in silence.

“…Wow. You’re not even human.”

Only the vampire, still bound and restrained, laughed.

She cackled gleefully.

“You betrayed the Demon King’s army, and now you’re turning against your own kind? Honestly, it’s impressive. In a twisted way, I almost respect it.”

“Betrayal? I was never their comrade to begin with. You can’t betray someone you were never loyal to.”

“You’re a demon, aren’t you? Just say it. Say you’re a demon, so I can keep a shred of pride.”

“These days, even losers get a say. What a lovely world we live in.”

“I’m done talking with you.”

Their exchange ended there.

I stood dazed for a moment before I finally managed to speak.

“…What did you just do?”

“What you saw. Nothing more.”

“You killed them all?”

“I didn’t kill them. I helped them offer themselves.”

“…Offer themselves?”

That was when an enormous rumble echoed through the cavern.

“It’s begun,” the Admiral said.

The tree at the center of the altar began to glow a deep crimson, releasing an overwhelming surge of mana. 

It was so intense that the female soldiers of the Holy Spirit Nation couldn’t even open their eyes. 

The energy was strong enough to overpower even the saint’s divine power.

“Look below,” he instructed.

“…What the—!”

A dark, ominous magic circle had appeared beneath us, etched with malevolent patterns that spread across the entire floor. 

Just by its geometry, I could tell—it was a summoning circle.

More specifically, an alchemic transmutation circle.

“You’d be wise to give up any thoughts of escape,” the Admiral added, almost casually. 

“The thing this is calling will cover the entire island.”

“What are you thinking? What are you planning!?”

“Nothing much,” he said. 

“To create the circle I wanted, I needed women blessed with divine power from three different goddesses. Whether they were alive or dead didn’t matter. But having them alive? Much better.”

There was no time to ask what he meant.

Light erupted from the transmutation circle.

At the same time, I heard the thudding of bodies collapsing to the floor.

Rachael. 

Tiria. 

Riyo.

All three staggered and dropped to their knees.

“…What the hell.”

Even as I said that, my body had already begun to move.

I rushed forward, catching Rachael, scooping Tiria into my arms, and pulling Riyo close. 

The three of them gave only dry, pained sighs, clutching their heads and groaning.

“Why are you all—what’s happening? Hey! What’s wrong?”

I was so shocked I couldn’t even raise my voice properly.

The saint finally managed to whisper,

“…It got us.”

“What did?”

“The offering. We’ve all been… forced into it…”

It felt like the veins in my brain had burst.

Grinding my teeth, I stared at the Admiral, who was now walking toward a massive cauldron beneath the altar, surrounded by National Security soldiers.

He met my gaze and muttered, almost fondly,

“They’re far stronger than I expected. Most people die instantly from this ritual. Their life force must be something else.”

“How can you say that like it’s nothing?”

“Because it is nothing.”

“This is nothing to you?”

“There’s something far more important at stake. Look.”

Admiral Dietz pulled something from within his coat—a bundle of brown hair.

“Do you know what this is?”

“…It’s my daughter’s.”

He let it drop into the cauldron.

“To the demon, I offer this sacrifice. Let me see my beloved daughter Xenia once more. In exchange for bringing her back, I offer tens of thousands of corpses, and the chosen vessels of the three goddesses as catalysts.”

[–Arrogant indeed. But you have paid the price. It shall be granted.]

At that moment, the scattered light around the chamber rushed inward, converging on the altar.

The radiance took form.

A human figure.

A girl with chestnut-colored hair.

“At last… at last…”

The Admiral, who had kept a cold, unreadable expression until now, broke down in tears as he caught the girl descending from the altar. 

A moment later, I recognized her—the same girl from the photo he used to show us.

“It’s been twenty years… twenty years since I last saw you!”

She was the one he once said he’d have me meet if I survived the war.

I was too stunned to speak.

The vampire scoffed.

“So let me get this straight. You stabbed us all in the back, turned your own kind into mincemeat, just to bring your brat back to life?”

“Watch your mouth, you inferior filth—!”

“Wow.”

“You demonic scum who chew even your parents’ flesh for nourishment would never understand! You don’t know what a parent who’s lost their child is capable of!”

Snarling, the Admiral pointed furiously at the vampire. 

Then he turned to me.

“You—at least you’re human. You understand, don’t you?”

“…Admiral.”

My voice was flat. 

Cold.

“Look at what you’ve done.”

I gestured around us.

“Even if you brought her back… Look at how many you’ve killed. How is this justifiable?”

“Lieutenant Colonel.”

His tone dropped.

“My child is more important to me than anything. Why should I care if people I don’t even know die for her?”

“You’re insane.”

t that, the Admiral burst out laughing.

“Cut the act and just answer me. You really think you’d be any different?”

“I’m not like you.”

“Talk is cheap. Anyone can say that. But here’s the thing—there’s a psychological study you might’ve heard of. Ever heard of the ‘Money Button’?”

The Money Button.

A literal, imaginary button that gives you wealth when pressed.

“You press the button, and instantly, a billion won lands in your bank account. The catch? Someone, somewhere—someone you don’t know—dies. That was the premise of this thought experiment. The question was: how many people would press it? And how many times?”

“I remember. Around 60 or 70 percent said they would.”

“Ah, so you have heard.”

“But why don’t you mention this part—when people are shown the actual scene of the person they might kill, the number drops to only 20%? Doesn’t that matter?”

“I was just getting to that. Even then, twenty out of a hundred still press it, don’t they?”

“That’s because they’ve never experienced it themselves.”

“And yet you talk like you have. Don’t be so sure of yourself.”

“No—I have experienced it.”

I pointed at Admiral Dietz and raised my voice.

“Just now! I saw exactly what you did! Even if you offered me fifty billion, I refused to cross that line. Don’t you get it yet? Don’t you see what kind of person I am?”

“You must’ve really taken a liking to those female soldiers.”

“We’ve been through life and death together. As long as there’s breath in our bodies, we’ve pledged to stick together. Even in death, we intended to share a grave! What you just did… you threw my people into the jaws of death! Don’t you dare pretend you don’t understand!”

“So what, you’re going to try and save them? How, exactly?”

I embraced the three women.

They were still breathing—barely.

But if I hesitated any longer, it might be too late.

“I actually liked you. It’s a shame. Still, here’s an idea. Offer up three times what you have now as a sacrifice, and I’ll save them for you. Simple, no?”

“But of course, you’ll need to keep quiet about all this.”

I nodded.

The admiral’s eyes widened in mild surprise, then curved as he broke into laughter.

“See? In the end, you’re just like the rest of us, aren’t you?”

“No. I’m not.”

“How so?”

“Because I won’t make someone else pay the price.”

The admiral’s smile vanished, his brow furrowing again.

I spoke, calm but firm.

“Did you know? Even the kind of sacrificial magic that demands lives has wildly different results depending on the caster’s control of mana. The efficiency varies a lot.”

“…Senior? No! Don’t—!”

Adora, who had stood frozen in place, suddenly panicked and ran toward me.

But it was already too late. 

I had spoken the incantation.

[“…Burnt Offering.”]


Let’s see, shall we?

How many lives can I bring back… in exchange for my own?

***

A prayer, clear and earnest, rose up with the pouring rain.

If even a little bit of this life of mine can be burned away to return breath to those dying women…

Please. Let it be so.

But if I’m too late to save even a single one of them, then just take me.

That alone will be enough.

No greater price is needed.

To that humble, self-aware request, a transcendent being finally spoke— like a lullaby, in a voice gentle as song.
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